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    MONOLITH- CAPITAL OF VASSONIA 
 
      
 
    The iron doors slammed behind the king. The echo reverberated around the lonely halls.                
 
    He stood unmoving. His mask impassive as a statue.   
 
    His shoulders sagged and a sigh issued from the slit of a mouth. All the regal bearing left him and he withered like an old man.  
 
    Which he was.  The mask had upheld the illusion for decades.  The essence of Sorrow he was fed kept him alive.  But Oligan’s reign had been long and full of woe.  He felt the years often. But what could he do? He had given up his honour and his people for a shot at immortality as a puppet king.  There was no turning back now. No way out.  He had allowed the agents of the Sorrow into his court and kept their council.  He had forged the great lie and the population had bought what he was selling.   And the monsters that would destroy the world were the only hope at bringing his family back to life.  For anyone else it was an impossible choice.  For Oligan Rathratta it was no choice at all.  
 
    He would burn the kingdom and everyone in it to save his wife and daughters. To see their true faces one more time.  
 
    He walked across the room with shuffling steps. His white silk robes trailing across polished black and white flagstones. 
 
    His retreat was a high cavernous chamber, its corners lost to the gloom. Thick pillars rose from the floor and vanished into the darkness. Silk drapes that drifted in the breeze. 
 
    Bronze braziers burned about the hall, crackling coals. Little floating motes of ash drifted everywhere like burnt snowflakes. The air reeked thick and incensed. But it was there to mask another stench. A terrible corruption that permeated the hall, as if some great beast had died there and been left to rot. 
 
    The foul secret of the high temple masked with perfume.  
 
    It was the highest point in the palace apart from the royal observatory. It was almost at the summit of the King's Needle. A tall tower that stood as a symbol of authority in the centre of Monolith. Although called the needle it was anything but narrow. Its base was wide enough to hold a banquet of a thousand revellers. And although it tapered to the summit, even at its upper reaches it was an immense structure. It cast a shadow over the entire city and operated like a titanic sundial throughout the day. 
 
    The city and the palace had been built around the needle over a thousand years ago, on the edge of white cliffs in a sheltered bay.  The legend was that the tower had been built by an alliance of gods and man, as a watchtower against the Sorrow.   From there the city had grown into the bustling, reeking monstrosity it was today.  The city of Monolith had always served as the seat of power in the western corner of the world, and the home of House Rathratta for four hundred years.   
 
    A dwindling house now near extinct.  Oligan Rathratta was the only member who still walked and breathed.  But he would see it renewed, with the help of the Sorrow.  His bloodline was all that mattered.  
 
    The city of Monolith was roughly shaped like a star, with high white walls coated with lichen.  It sat like a great fat spider at the edge of the sea.  Bloated and predatory, the web of its influence stretched out in all directions for five hundred miles.  
 
    It was a major trading port and shipbuilding hub. The site of several important religious centres.  It was the home of the royal naval academy where bluecoat officers were trained in seamanship. The elite blackguard was garrisoned there to protect the king and enforce his law. The Witchfinder’s Hall was within the city walls close to the Needle. Monolith was the centre of military, commercial and religious power across half a continent.  From the Bay of Greycrest where it sat in the west to the Mountains of Tears in the near east.  An ancient watchtower against the threat of the Sorrow.  
 
    The irony of that, thought Oligan.  Now it serves as a place for the ancient enemy to hide, and grow and plot.  A watchtower built to keep vigil against the return of the Sorrow now contained the parasite within.   A great bulbous tapeworm that fed upon the health of the kingdom.  High in the needle was a creature that was hungry for the world.  
 
    The Green King, the Witchfinders called it. A primordial intelligence that had slumbered for a thousand years.  Oligan had never seen its true form through the mists of the reliquary where it was kept.  But Merrick Clay had once told him that it used to be a great general in the ranks of the Sorrow.  
 
    The Green King. Oligan was uncomfortable with the name. There was only room for one monarch in Vassonia. Oligan was unsure what the entity was king of nowadays.  They fed it severed Magus Hearts and the Witchfinders worshipped it as a god.  As far as he was concerned its main purpose was to keep his family alive in their stasis. Apart from that he would be happy if it slept forever.  
 
    Oligan walked across to a set of thick ironbound doors that stood ajar.  
 
    A thin column of daylight spilled in to create blade of life in the sepulchre of the hall. These doors were most often closed, bolted shut with an immense lock. To keep the secrets of the high temple hidden from the city. A white curtain billowed in the breeze, and Oligan stood there in the crack of light. Peering out across the city far below.  
 
    The spires and temples spread out before him and the stench rose to meet him.  The canals and marketplaces bustled with trade.  The military barracks and training halls rang with the clash of swords.  Filled with blackguards to enforce his peace.  These were the times King Oligan relished, these few quiet moments in the cool of the temple. With nothing but the crackle of the coals and the little motes of ash that danced about before his eyes. 
 
    Soon the world would change forever, he had been told by Merrick Clay. A new order would rule and shape the destiny of Vassonia then the seas around it, and finally every land in the world. What difference does it really make who is in charge, he wondered? He would still be the figurehead of the realm. 
 
    He would have his family around him. His queen and two beautiful daughters. Nothing would change for those of royal line. His family and his bloodline were all that mattered to Oligan now.  
 
    As he gazed out across the city, the panic rose in him that he had never learned to control. The feeling of being entombed, buried alive within the death-mask he was forced to wear. His palms were sweating as he reached up and unbuckled the straps at the back of his head. The weight of the mask dropped from his face to land on the mosaic floor. The knell rang like a dull bell. 
 
    One eye was milky and bulbous, something belonging to a deep sea fish. The flesh of the jaw was burned away on one side. One side of his nose was melted and dragged across the face, the other side untouched. His skin was like layers of candle wax, carved and furrowed with sharp knives. However, the other side of his face was as regal as a man's had ever looked. He had a piercing blue eye beneath sculpted black brow. His cheek had a high angular ridge and his strong defiant jaw conveyed nobility. 
 
    In his youth there had been portraits and statues to Oligan in squares and halls across the kingdom. He had in his youth been the epitome of a sporting prince. Taking part in tournaments and holding great banquets in honour of the gods.   And what had that given him?  A wife and daughters struck down in their prime.  A ruined face and an ungrateful kingdom.  
 
    It was not the gods of the temples in the city below that had stepped forward to save him and his family. They were silent as always.  It was the old, forbidden gods that had offered the hand of friendship.  
 
    And Oligan had taken it.  
 
    A thin high voice came from behind the king, echoing in the dark hall. 
 
    "You are thinking of your family, Oligan." 
 
    The king turned and the spidery outline of Merrick Clay stood in the shadows. His thin hair hung lank about his shoulders, and his sickly face glowed in the dark. 
 
    "My family is all I think of. All I work and strive for all these years, old friend. Blood is all that matters in the end.” 
 
    The Witchfinder stepped forward from the gloom.  He moved around Oligan like a predator looking for weak spots and came to rest at his shoulder. Long bony fingers rested upon Oligan's neck and made him shiver. He was hardly ever touched by any living soul, especially close to his scars, but that was not why he shivered. The Witchfinder's fingers were as cold and clammy as a squid. In a seductive whisper he spoke into the king's ear. 
 
    "And soon you will all be together again, sitting around the table, sharing food and wine in this tower, and you will look out as a family on a world made new." 
 
    Oligan suppressed his shudders but did not turn to face Merrick. He continued to gaze out across the city from the narrow crack between the doors. He listened to the seagulls that flitted and cawed around the tower. He watched the pale grey sea of the harbour, and took in the odour of all the life in the city below. Behind him he could only smell incense and death. 
 
    "Or on a ruin of a world." 
 
    Merrick came closer to the king's ear, and Oligan could smell the decay of his teeth. 
 
    "Every world is built on the ruins of the last, and that new world is always built for the purposes of the empire that holds dominion. I don't have to tell you this, as a king, do I Oligan? How many years have we worked together, you and I? We are both servants with a part to play." 
 
    Oligan could expose himself to the daylight no longer. He brushed off Merrick's clammy hand and turned from the balcony.  
 
    "And what am I to be? King of corpses and empty halls?" 
 
    Merrick Clay regarded him for a long moment, his watery green eyes calculating. Finally he turned and closed the great doors with a strength that belied his thin frame. 
 
    "How you whine, Oligan.   Your choice was always simple.  Your only way to protect your kingdom and its inhabitants is to help the Sorrow take over in as bloodless a coup as possible.  We assume positions in every aspect of governance and power.  So when the transition comes, the people barely notice.  The only other option is full scale war.  We still see the results of the last one in the landscape around us.  Is that really what you want?  To have half your population die in a war they will eventually lose anyway?” 
 
    Oligan turned to the Witchfinder.  
 
    “And then? If I continue helping, what then for the world?  Your gods are like leeches, Merrick.  How long before they drain every last drop of magic from the earth and there are no more resources left?  How long can a bloodless animal survive?” 
 
    Merrick Clay’s mouth twisted into a bitter line. 
 
    “You will continue to sit on the throne, Oligan, with your family around you. What more can you ask?   You need to remember what the Green King has done for you!  No healer in Monolith could rouse your family, no wizard from the east cured them. It was me, Oligan Rathratta.   It was me through the power of the Sorrow.  Did your silent gods above answer your prayers? No, it was me who heard you weeping nightly in your chambers. Me who told of the way to save them.  Me who pulled them back from the brink of death.  Because you know in your heart that there is only one true power in the world, one true wielder of magic.   And it is the Green King we both protect in this tower.”   
 
    Oligan craned his neck forward, pointing to his disfigurement. The light from a nearby brazier caught it, making the grey scar tissue reflect orange and red. It made him look like a demon of the underworld. 
 
    "I have done everything that was asked of me. I have hunted and purged the Old Races. I have sacrificed every human I could find born with the Magus Heart within.  I have fed your hungry god with enough magic to conquer a hundred worlds. I have waged a secret war on my own people and my own kingdom. You think I have not sacrificed? Look at me! I have barely left the Needle in decades; I am a ruin, a monster. My wife and children should see me like this?” 
 
    Merrick glided over to the king, extended a hand almost to his face, like a lover, but did not touch. 
 
    "You are a monster, Oligan, but not because of your poisoned face. You are the worst kind of villain Oligan Rathratta, one who thinks himself a fallen hero. You are perfect for us, a noble corrupted champion of the Sorrow." 
 
    Motes of ash drifted about Merrick’s head. He clasped his black gloved hands together like a pious monk.  
 
    “I have scoured this country for decades, your Majesty.  Purifying every corner of the land of resistance and the blight of magic.  I too have sacrificed my health and vitality, to ensure that the Green King is well fed and has the strength to keep your family alive.  But a threat to us has woken in the quiet corners of the land.  A few, born with a blessing that could pose a problem to us.” 
 
    Oligan raised a leathery brow over his blue eye.  
 
    “I thought that there was almost no human baby born with the Magus anymore?  I thought you had hunted them to extinction.” 
 
    Merrick Clay gave an ingratiating smile and dipped his head.  
 
    “So did I.  This was an unforeseen development.  This particular blessing is called Angall’s Whisper. Seemingly innocuous, little more than a cinder of breath to those who have it.  But there is a superstition amongst the Sorrow.  A belief that it can channel the power of the god of illumination and justice.  That it can be used as a powerful weapon against us.” 
 
    Oligan shook his head and sighed.  Kings never liked to hear about superstitions. Prophecies regarding royalty rarely had happy endings.  So he dismissed most of them.  He spread his hands wide.  
 
    “I don’t think there has been a single recorded miracle or a prayer to Angall answered for years, Merrick.  He is an absent god.  Where was he during the Dimming of the Light?  When your Witchfinders and my Blackguards butchered the few remaining paladins and destroyed their temple?  Did he answer with a thunderbolt or a choir of winged avengers?  No.  His temple echoed with the screams of the dying and the prayers of its disciples. Nothing more.” 
 
    Merrick Clay glanced behind him, towards a large set of iron doors.  He spoke softly as if something were eavesdropping.  
 
    “The light of Angall burns the Sorrow, like the venom of a Manticore burned you, Oligan.  Such warped people cannot be left to roam the world.  Their magic is stronger than they know.  More powerful than the sorcery pooled within the Magus Heart of most living things.  With different…properties.” 
 
    Oligan held his scarred hands over a brazier, feeling it heat his ruined flesh.   
 
    “What do you mean, Merrick?  What could it do that the ten thousand Magus Hearts you have torn from people’s bodies has not done?” 
 
    Merrick shrugged.  
 
    “I can only go by rumour, myth and legend, of course.  But it is possible that if we fed such a Magus to our sleeping god, it might be enough to finally wake him.  And thus wake your family.” 
 
    Oligan stopped and turned.  He had almost given up hope that he would feel the warmth of his wife’s skin again.  
 
    “You believe this?  It is written somewhere?” 
 
    Merrick nodded.  
 
    “It is.  So as much as this blessing is a threat to us, it could also be the key to us winning this war before it has even truly begun.” 
 
    The king’s ruined jaw tightened. 
 
    “Then you must hunt them down.  Wherever they are.” 
 
    Oligan did not want to know the ins and outs of the process. The Green King was always hungry, and his wife and little ones needed their medicine. This new blessing he had heard Merrick speak of though, it worried him. It was the first time he had seen a glint of fear in the Witchfinder's eyes. 
 
    "It could really be a threat? A minor blessing given to children and peasants? What could resist what is coming?" 
 
    Merrick poked the brazier with an iron and cast his fingers through the cinders that floated around their heads.  
 
    "There are different kinds of light, Oligan. The gentle warmth of a spring morning as the sunlight bathes your face, the twinkling of stars, or the soft light of a candle. Then there is another light, a burning, searing light that burns and ravages with extreme violence. That is the kind this blessing threatens us with.  All of us, including your sleeping family.” 
 
    Oligan winced and the skin of his scarred face cracked and groaned like weathered leather. 
 
    "I will do anything to keep them safe." 
 
    Merrick brightened and squeezed Oligan's shoulder like an old friend. 
 
    "Then come, through to the sanctum. See your wife and children, and stand before our god. Remind yourself why you strive so hard for us, and why the heavy burden of a crown is worth it in the end." 
 
    Oligan nodded. He straightened his white robes and filled his heart with the delusion of power. Then he followed Merrick Clay towards another set of ironbound double doors. 
 
    Merrick cast his hands apart and they began to grind open. Only strong magic could break the seal on those doors once they were shut. They walked into a vast round chamber filled with shadow. In its centre was a machination that would break the mind of most men in its eldritch complexity. No matter how many times King Oligan gazed upon the vault, it always terrified him. How many years had his miners toiled for Slowiron to forge the housing? Slowiron was the world's greatest conductor or sorcerous energies.  
 
    Oligan had drafted master craftsmen in from far and wide. Warping the metal into the ornate supports that held the glass vat within. Not one of those craftsmen had lived to tell of their achievement. 
 
    The green light from the tank permeated the hall. The mist inside writhed like thunderclouds. The light cast shimmering reflections on the wall. As if Oligan had been transported to a cave deep under the waves. The walls were peppered with droplets of moisture and a pungent steam hung in the air. 
 
    The vat was the shape of a glass egg, taller than ten men and broader than fifteen. It had a network of grey metal enveloping it in rings and panels. Allowing the mist filled glass beneath to show in spirals and geometric shapes. The fog inside looked dirty, with particles of filth hitting the glass as it churned within the maelstrom. 
 
    Many pipes emanated from it. Like the trailing tendrils of some ancient jellyfish. They ran across the floor and up the walls. Distilling into smaller glass chambers and vats. Occasionally, bubbles cascaded up into these smaller glass chambers. As some unknown alchemy erupted inside. 
 
    Awe and revulsion washed through Oligan. He had been given the plans for this device almost forty years before. By none other than Merrick Clay. The Witchfinder walked up to the Vault and placed his pale forehead on the glass. He closed his eyes and began to whisper a prayer under his breath.  Still with his eyes closed and head against the glass, he spoke. 
 
    "Go to them, your highness. See the beautiful progress that has been made." 
 
    Oligan's heart tightened again. He nodded and walked past the vault towards a curtained alcove. He paused outside for a moment and then drew the drapes back and stepped inside. 
 
    He got to one knee and bowed his head. 
 
    "I am sorry that I have not visited in so long. The business of kingship is tedious and takes up much time." 
 
    The king looked up and smiled at his wife and daughters, his face bathed in green light. 
 
    "You are all three looking so much better. It will not be long now until we are together again like a real family. Cassandra, we will walk in the rose garden together, drink wine on the balcony and make love on the bearskin rug." 
 
    Oligan reached out with one hand, stretching out his fingers. With his eyes tight shut small fingers interlocked with his own. When he opened then, his girls Aspen and Elena were standing before him. Their strawberry blonde hair cascaded down their shoulders and their blue eyes filled with mirth. They were immaculate in white robes and blue girdles of soft velvet. Aspen was the taller of the two, and Elena the liveliest. 
 
    "Hello father. We missed you. Have you come to play with us?" 
 
    Hot tears rose in his eyes and his vision blurred. 
 
    "My girls, my beautiful red-haired girls. I have two fine horses waiting for you when your strength has regained. I have raised them from the smallest foals and they perform such tricks, you would both laugh until you cried. We will go out together, into the blue forest as a family and we will hunt and ride hard, and then have supper by the river. We will take the dogs with us. " 
 
    The playful giggle of his daughters washed over him like spring rain, and he shivered in delight. Elena gave a churlish little frown. 
 
    "How long until we do all that, father? We are lonely in here, and mother almost never speaks with us." 
 
    Oligan set his jaw and held back the waves of emotion. 
 
    "Soon, little ones. I have had so much work to do, so much to build and arrange to make this happen for us, but soon we will all be together. All around the table having breakfast." 
 
    They giggled again. 
 
    "We don't need bread or chicken, father. The Green King feeds us." 
 
    The chill ran up Oligan’s spine. He looked at his daughters. 
 
    "He feeds you?" 
 
    Elena nodded and smiled. 
 
    "He gives us all we need to eat and drink, he talks with us, and he plays with us and tells us how things will be when we are all together." 
 
    Oligan looked to the tiny fingers interlocked with his own and felt a surge of quiet rage and horror. 
 
    "And how does he tell you that things will be, my darling?" 
 
    Elena waved her hands in a child's gesture of storytelling. 
 
    "He tells us that all the bad people will be turned inside out until their hearts burst. That he can read wicked people's thoughts and he will plague their dreams and drive them mad, until they claw out their own eyes. He said that when we grow up we can help hurt them, all we want!" 
 
    Oligan swallowed a lump in his throat and his heart began to thump erratically. 
 
    "He said that to you both?" 
 
    The girls nodded. 
 
    "He said that there is so much beautiful magic in the world, deep within the rocks and the sea, in the trees and in so much of the animals and people. He tells us that magic is like the sweetest honey and that once we are ready, we will feast and feast upon it all, as much as we want to our heart's content, until there is nothing left." 
 
    Oligan fought back the tears again. He closed his eyes and could not bear to cast his gaze upon his family any longer. He contented himself with their voices. 
 
    "Is it not better, my darlings, for living things to have the magic within them? To see the beauty and deep sorcery of the natural world in all its glory, filled with life and meaning?" 
 
    His daughters looked confused for a moment. They both shook their heads. 
 
    "No father. Things look better when they are dead with their souls ripped out. There is nothing more beautiful or peaceful than emptiness, and a bellyful of magic." 
 
    Oligan did not want to open his eyes, because he knew what he would see. He forced his gaze upwards. He was, as he had always been, alone on his knees. The illusions of his little girls had vanished and before him was their truth.  
 
    In three standing glass sarcophagi decorated with slowiron was his family.  
 
    Running from the top of each receptacle was a scaled tube like a living organ, opaque and pulsating. The three people inside each tank were suspended in a thick green fluid. Like the floating victims of a shipwreck. Drowned and alone. Their eyes were open but unseeing, their gowns floating around them. Through the green water Oligan could see veins like spider webs across their faces, showing that the sickness still remained. 
 
    The Green King in the vast glass egg offered him illusions. But there was something mocking rather than merciful in the gesture. When the illness had taken all three of them, Oligan thought his life was over. He had been ready to jump from the highest window when the emissaries of the Sorrow came to him. Whispering of a way they could be preserved, healed, brought back from the brink of death. 
 
    Forty years they had languished in these glass coffins, being fed the essence of the god in the vat. Oligan had watched their plagued skin repair, their ulcerated wounds heal. 
 
    But they had never awoken. 
 
    Merrick Clay had explained to the king that gods do not work on the same timescale as mere mortals. That true magic is slow magic. 
 
    Over the years Oligan knew in his heart that he was being used and betrayed. 
 
    Yet now he was too far gone and too deep to ever rebel. 
 
    He had to have faith. That all his loyalty and hard work would one day be rewarded. And that all three of his girls would open their eyes once again. 
 
    It would not be long now. Forty years of sacrifices to the entity in the vault. Of screaming magical beings thrown in to dissolve. The magic had been building. Getting stronger and stronger until the sleeper could awake. 
 
    When it did, as far as King Oligan Rathratta was concerned, the Sorrow could have the world and everything in it. As long as he and his family were reunited. 
 
    They could all sit atop the King's Needle and watch the world burn together. 
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    The grey dust swam in front of Alfred's eyes. It took all his focus to follow the path ahead through the Bleaks. 
 
    Without the keen instinct of his tired but loyal horse Domino, he would have been lost and without hope. He patted the animal's thick neck, and then he leaned forward and nuzzled his face into the mane. Relishing the musky skin radiating warmth. The only warmth in a hundred miles. 
 
    He had grown so close to the horse during the weeks of his journey. He had never encountered so sweet-natured and intelligent a beast. It was a constant reminder of the beauty of life as he rode through the gloom of the Bleaks. 
 
    The road was pitted and filled with puddles of ashen water. Broken flagstones lined the sides, covered in faded mosaics of an age long gone. Shattered pillars littered the roadside like the severed stumps of petrified trees. Beyond that, jagged brecanstanes rose high into the air. And the charred skeletons of dead trees clawed from the earth. 
 
    Alfred wondered what this road would have looked like in ancient days. With gleaming white stone inlaid with swirling flowers and geometric shapes. He tried to imagine caravans of goods and groups of pilgrims travelling along it. Bathed in sunshine and breathing in the scent of the forest that once lined the road. He imagined the whinny of horses and the buzz of honeybees. Families carrying infants in papooses, laughter and travelling songs. He imagined a civilized people coming from all over the world along this road, all heading for the city at the end. 
 
    In his thirst he began to see shapes swirling in the mist. The outline of hopeful families and loyal dogs trotting alongside. They morphed in an out of existence, their laughter carried on the howling wind. Alfred peered into the chalky puddles as he passed. In his desperation he wondered if the acrid water would slake his thirst. He did not dare, knowing that true madness would set in after that first draft of toxic milky rainwater. He swallowed and his throat was dry as bone. 
 
    Alfred tried to imagine this land as lush and populated. What a different world he imagined so long ago. Alfred did not even know what the Bleaks were called before the Sorrow came. All around him was the legacy of their time upon the world. If what Master Phillip had told him was true, then once this had been a beautiful place teeming with life. 
 
    So this is what the Sorrow turns the world into, Alfred thought. 
 
     And this was what was left after mankind won the war! This time, if they succeed, will the whole world be like the Bleaks? Or something worse? Why would such a force want to rule over an empire of dust? 
 
    Around him now was just an endless lament. The wind howling in anguish as it ground down the last remnants of a civilisation to smooth boulders. The fine dust still coated Alfred's face, making him seem like a grey ghost haunting the road. Above him the sun shone through the ever present haze. Just a twinkling silvery coin, the light from it distant and cool by the time it reached him.  
 
    Alfred had never been so lonely. It clawed at his soul. Whispering for him to give up, find a quiet spot by the roadside, and let the dust cover him. A dead blanket of dreams drawing him deeper to rest with the other accursed souls of this place. 
 
    Alfred did not know what lay at the end of his road. For all he knew he had passed Ironghast Monastery in the gloom and was now riding to the mountains at the end of the world! He laughed at this thought, his teeth taking on a layer of ash as bared them.  He stroked Domino's flanks and she gave him an appreciative snort. Alfred's voice was a just a dry croak as he whispered to him. 
 
    "Good lad. We'll get you some oats and water at the end of all this, if we just keep putting one hoof in front of the other. I promise." 
 
    After another few hours, Alfred could not tell whether it was still morning or afternoon. He began to converse with the shades within the dust. He glanced to his left and the wind was blowing him a shape, sculpting a companion to ride beside him. 
 
    It was just a vague amorphous shape at first, bobbing along on an equine lump of ash. It was a primitive statue that the gale had worn down to a man shape, turning its grey head to give him a nod. Alfred smiled and nodded back. He supposed that he had better be polite. In his weak croak he spoke. 
 
    "Good morning, Shade. Or is it afternoon? I must confess I have lost all my bearings. All roads must lead somewhere though, eh, friend, or why call them roads at all?" 
 
    The Ashman gave a little shudder that Alfred supposed could have been laughter. His form shimmered to inconsistency and then resolved. Alfred turned in the saddle and looked at his new companion. 
 
    The wind was hollowing out eye sockets, sculpting a nose. Carving the muscles of chest and shoulder. Yet the face was blank, featureless. In moments Alfred thought it looked like Master Phillip. Then it contorted into Carleon, and Ruven, and then into the gaunt figure of master Astara, before resuming its neutral demeanour. Alfred leaned in conspiratorially to his new companion. He gave a quick glance around him to a make sure no one was listening, and whispered. 
 
    "Between you and me, friend, I think they have the wrong man." 
 
    The Ashman and his horse just trotted along beside him. Alfred noticed that the horse had no legs as such, just an amorphous layer of dust that propelled it along. The Ashman cocked its head but did not respond. He did not judge. Alfred nodded in the saddle, happy for the company. It was good to get this off his chest with someone. 
 
    "All these good people. Master Phillip, Carleon, Ruven, Artio, Astara. They have given their lives, endured pain and suffering to protect me on this journey. I had never seen such quiet courage in daily life. They had such faith, friend. Faith that I am ashamed to say I never possessed. That is why I am the wrong man! I have been given some sorcerous blessing from a deity I'm not sure I ever believed in. Can you imagine the irony of that?" 
 
    The Ashman did not give a clear response, but Alfred knew that he saw the irony. 
 
    "And my family. My family were good hearted people, they never harmed anyone. They had no truck with magic, they worked hard, and they supported each other. They supported me, through all my lazy feckless selfish days. I now see it, that they sent me off to seminary to keep me safe, to try and protect me from the Witchfinders. They did what they could. They paid their taxes and gave fealty to the king. And how did our noble Oligan repay them? He sent his Witchfinder to break them, my strong brothers, my diligent father, my warm loving mother. I was always so ungrateful. Is there any more constant and subtle love than that a family shows? Even to a fool like me?" 
 
    Alfred did not know what sort of people the Ashman had waiting for him back in his land. But he was sure that they were kind and loving. Tears begin to streak the dust of his cheeks. Alfred sniffled deep through his nose. 
 
    "And now, if I was a devout priest of the light, I would no longer require faith at all, because I have been shown the illumination, the magic that exists in the world. But what if this is just some quirk of the natural world, without meaning or consequence? I am more inclined to believe that, because once again, friend, the same question arises." 
 
    The Ashman rolled his shoulders in the saddle, getting more comfortable. He turned his eyeless head to Alfred, begging him to continue. The only sound Alfred could hear was the slow clop of Domino's hooves on the broken road. 
 
    "Why would Lord Angall choose me? I am cowardly, Shade, did you know that? I am sat here on a horse in the middle of the Bleaks, with only you for company, and I am terrified. I am not strong, I never was. I am not this crusader that Phillip and the dream-ghosts of my brothers tell me I am. I have never even used a sword until last night." 
 
    The Ashman flourished his windswept arm and drew a blade of dust. He held it up, grains of grey sand bouncing off its edge, the tip reforming as the wind blew it off. Wordlessly, he reached out and passed the sword across to Alfred. Alfred shook his head. 
 
    "I cannot take that. I wouldn't know what to do with it. No more than I know what to do with this blade of steel the burning knight left me. All it does is weigh upon my leg." 
 
    The Ashman held the sword out for a moment longer and then it blew off in little particles into nothing. The Ashman turned back to face the road, his head bowed as if disappointed. Alfred implored his new friend. 
 
    "You don't understand, it's not a sword that kills, it is a hard and zealous heart. I don't have such a heart. Mine craves comfort, riches, wine and the scent of a woman. I am as shallow as a man can be, Lord Dust, and I say this in the company of a man made of grains." 
 
    Alfred thought he had gone too far, but his new friend did not seem to take offence. 
 
    "I apologise. You are an excellent listener, I ramble on. Please tell me of your history and how you come to be here." 
 
    The Ashman said nothing, but Alfred was encouraged. 
 
    "I shall continue then, if you'll listen?" 
 
    Alfred looked ahead down the rocky road. The dust storm had abated a little. Through the haze a range of mountains rose in the distance, just dark jagged pyramids. He knew nothing of what was there, but it gave him a sense of direction in the empty landscape so he carried on.  Alfred was assaulted with the memory of the attack on his brother priests by the Wendigo. The violence of it.  But it was the entity that saved Alfred which had him most perplexed.  
 
    "Did you see that knight, back at the brecanstane?" 
 
    The Ashman looked up at the road ahead with eyeless face and the wind ground his nose down to a nub. 
 
    "I did not think such things existed in the world any longer. I have read of armoured men who roamed the land in olden days, keeping the world clean of monsters and gargoyles. But that thing terrified me! Are there such things in the world, Pale Shade, do you think that was a messenger of the heavens? Or are they much stranger things than a mere boy from Durn can imagine? No stranger than you are, I suppose, friend." 
 
    Alfred leaned in to the Ashman once again. 
 
    "The question I am asking myself, the one that is frightening me the most, is that if the true purpose of my seemingly pointless blessing is to awaken an entity that has not walked this earth in a thousand years, something that the gods themselves thought prudent to bury beneath the earth in deep slumber, something so dangerous that it was last resort to send against the Sorrow....then what happens when I wake it up?" 
 
    Alfred's heart pounded at the thought of this. He was now uniquely destined to poke a tiger with a stick until it ate him. He turned to recount this to the Ashman, but his companion turned to him and held a grainy hand up. Alfred sat back, not understanding the gesture. Then the Ashman put a cupped hand to his ear, encouraging Alfred to listen. Alfred peered at his companion, and the question rose in his head whether he had gone mad. How could an illusory figure hear something that Alfred couldn't? 
 
    Alfred strained his ears, and his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    There on the wind was a sound he knew. A snarling that he had heard on occasion coming from deep within the forests as he travelled by cart along the Crownsway with his father. It was a sound that had haunted his nightmares in Durn since he was a child. Beside Alfred, the Ashman kept his hand cupped to his ear for a moment. Then dissipated into particles and blew away. 
 
    The snarl drew closer behind him. A gaggle of chattering barking voices, as mocking as they were vicious. He knew the sound well. He dug his heels in and gripped Domino's reins. In a panicked whisper he spoke to the horse. 
 
    "Kraven!" 
 
    Alfred spurred the horse onwards and it broke into a canter. Rising to a gallop as the beast also sensed the danger on their heels. Alfred tried to remain in the saddle as his horse broke into a furious gallop. He twisted his body and the dim shapes closed in through the dust. 
 
    Kraven lurked in forests all across the western world.  They were the scourge of farmer and vulnerable traveller alike. Cowardly one on one but lethal in packs. They sniffed out the weak and the lost and bled them with vicious bites. Until their victim was weak enough to be devoured alive. Alfred sensed the terror from Domino, as all horses had an innate fear of Kraven. The vicious beasts liked to clamp down upon the long equine legs and trip them. Horsemeat was a delicacy to the predators. 
 
    In desperation Alfred had careered off the road and was slaloming between treacherous potholes. He gripped the reigns tight and whispered to his horse. 
 
    "Stay on your legs, lad, run until your heart bursts." 
 
    The horse weaved between the obstacles on the broken ground, but Alfred could tell he was close to panic. He twisted in the saddle, nearly falling off, and looked behind him at their pursuers. The Kraven were close, almost nipping at their heels. They were the brutal mix of wolf and giant weasel. Their long bodies weaving between the boulders like eels. Their front paws bristled with huge curved claws. Perfect for digging but adept at eviscerating prey. The long striped muzzles were drooling spittle from between their clamped fangs. 
 
    The terror overwhelmed him. He shouted out to the wind in desperation. 
 
    "Is there nothing in this accursed land that does not want to tear me apart?" 
 
    Ahead Alfred could see the vague outline of a broken building. As he got closer it was the shattered remains of what was once an amphitheatre of sorts. The round walls had fallen in many places, leaving the remains more like a circle of tall standing stones. Alfred thought that if he could climb high enough the hunting Kraven might not be able to reach him. He knew that he could not outrun them for much longer and he could see no other natural protection anywhere. 
 
    He spurred Domino onwards. 
 
    "Faster, lad, we're nearly there." 
 
    As they neared the ruined amphitheatre, Alfred's horse stumbled.  Alfred tried to hand on but before he knew it the world had up ended and he was flying through the air. He landed with a terrible thump into the dust and for a moment could not catch his breath. He was wracked with a coughing fit and realized he had bit his lip as he fell. He sat up and spat blood into the sand. As his head cleared Domino had regained his footing and was still speeding towards the ruin. Five or six feral shapes sped past him and continue after the horse. He tensed, waiting on them to stop and turn, ready to take on the easy pickings on the ground. Yet somehow the Kraven missed him, driven crazy by the scent of fear on the horse. 
 
    Alfred struggled to his feet and stood there amongst the broken rocks. Watching his horse disappear into the ruins. The Kraven separated and scurried up walls, surrounding the ancient amphitheatre. 
 
    Alfred's heart sank as he realized that the creatures had cut off all escape routes and Domino was doomed. The sorrow and fear churned within him in a nauseating cocktail. His hand strayed down to the sword strapped against his leg, faltered, and then moved away. He caught his breath and shook his head as the fear overwhelmed him. 
 
    "I'm not supposed to die like that. Not like that. That’s not what Angall wants for me, I’m sure." 
 
    Alfred stood as straight as his aching back would allow and turned away. He began to hobble back towards the road. He could hear the terrified whinnies of his horse coming from within the ruins. And the low snarls of the clutch of Kraven as they closed in. Hot tears stung his cheeks and he limped further away. 
 
    "I'm sorry, lad. I'm so sorry. But they chose the wrong man for this burden. I’m no knight." 
 
    As he limped back towards the road, the horse continued to whinny in distress, calling out to him. To his shame Alfred wished the sound would stop, just stop. Alfred had experienced the same thought when Master Phillip had been delirious. Then he remembered seeing the burnt out stone walls of his family home, the carnage within. He remembered the defiant screams of Master Astara as the Witchfinder broke his bones with magic. He remembered again the terror of the Wendigo as they brutalized and ate his brother priests. And all Alfred had done was run as far away as he could. All those people protecting him and fighting to keep him safe. And all he had ever done was hide behind the shields of better men. 
 
    Alfred hobbled closer to the road, praying that the snarling Kraven would lose his scent. He tried to blot out the cries of Domino. Shutting his eyes tight against the image of the beasts bringing him down and eating him alive. 
 
    He limped onward, whispering under his breath. 
 
    I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry. 
 
    Alfred stopped walking. 
 
    His hand slid down to his belt and before he knew it he had drawn the sword and turned. Running as fast as his bruised legs would carry him towards the ruins. He held the blade above his head and screamed across the dusty air. 
 
    "Domino! Hold fast!" 
 
    Alfred had never imagined that he could sprint so fast. He jumped over boulders and treacherous pits despite his injuries. His legs pistoling until he reached the broken stone circle. He leapt inside and saw that the round floor of the arena was sunk down several metres forming a natural bowl. In its centre, Domino cantered in desperate circles as the Kraven gathered around him. A few of them clung to the sloping stone seats that remained. Another was perched atop a broken pillar ready to pounce. Two of the beasts had closed in on the horse's legs and were snapping their jaws at him. 
 
    Domino was in a panic, turning and looking for a way out as he whinnied and snorted. 
 
    Alfred stood there for a moment at the top of the steps, breathing hard. At the last moment he wondered if his courage would fail him, and then with a cry he leapt down into the arena. He swung the sword and screamed at the Kraven. At first the predators were shocked and uncertain. The two nearest Domino scuttled back, bearing their teeth and snarling. 
 
    Alfred moved in close to the horse and turned to face the beasts. 
 
    "It's all right lad, I'm not leaving you. These bastards aren't eating us today!" 
 
    Within a few seconds the Kraven had decided that Alfred was not a true threat, and began to edge forward. A strange calm cast over Alfred. His breathing relaxed and his mind focused on the task in hand. He held the sword aloft and raised his eyes to the sky. He whispered under his breath.  
 
    "Lord Angall, let your light be my shield." 
 
    Alfred opened his mouth and unleashed his blessing. A tiny mote of light rushing out to coat the sword like honey. It glowed there for a moment and then burst into blinding flame. Alfred shielded his eyes and the two nearest Kraven yelped and jumped backwards. When he opened his eyes, Alfred was holding the sword in front of him in both hands. The blade was flickering with blue fire.  Three more Kraven leapt down into the arena and their pack mentality fuelled their courage. They bunched together and began to close in on Alfred and his horse.  Alfred gritted his teeth and swung as the first beast leapt. The huge jaws of the Kraven clamped down upon the sword and Alfred thought it would be wrenched from his grip. The beast shook its long snout side to side for a moment and then howled as the fur of its muzzle smoked. It leapt back whimpering. Two of its brothers closed in on either side of Alfred. Behind him, Domino jittered in fear. 
 
    Alfred charged forward and swung the sword in a figure eight, the blade trailing sparks as it whirled. The cinders caught one Kraven on its flank and it burst into flame. The creature snapped at its own tail before running off into the ruins. 
 
    The other was more vicious, and launched itself at the horse. 
 
    With a cry Alfred brought the sword down and almost severed the beast's head. It staggered around for a few steps, its head lolling on a few fibres of muscle, before collapsing to the ground. The wound hissed and was cauterized by the heat of the blade. 
 
    Alfred stood there breathing hard. The muscles of his shoulders ached with the weight of the sword. He was weak with hunger and thirst, had not slept in days. He did not know where his strength was coming from but he knew that this was the last of it. 
 
    Two more of the beasts leapt down and began to circle him, attempting to flank but now wary of the hot blade. Alfred's face had broken out in a ruddy sweat from the heat he held, and he could feel his arms starting to shake. He spat at the Kraven as they bared their teeth. 
 
    “Not one of you will get out of here with four legs. And you're not getting my horse without spilling your blood. Make your choice." 
 
    The beasts made a couple of exploratory steps forward. Snapping their jaws and scraping claws across the broken flagstones. But they did not dare come within reach of Alfred. The largest one gave a low chattering bark to the others and they gathered close. Alfred tightened his grip and prepared to take down as many as he could.  Then with a few snapping barks the Kraven scampered off out of the arena and into the Bleaks to nurse their wounds. Alfred stared in amazement as the yelps and barks vanished into the distance. He had scared them off.   He stood for a long moment scanning the ruins for any stragglers. Then exhaustion got the better of him and he sat down on a fallen lump of wall. The sword fell from his grip and stuck upright in the sand with a hiss as its heat extinguished. 
 
    Alfred sat there for a long while, breathing hard. Only when the soft wet nose of his horse nuzzled into the back of his neck did he look up. Domino was snorting and rubbing his head against Alfred. 
 
    Alfred reached a hand up and patted his horse's nose. 
 
    "I'm sorry I took so long, lad. I thought you could handle them yourself." 
 
    The horse snorted as if he didn't like Alfred's joke. Alfred looked up, aware he was being watched and terrified that the Kraven had returned. 
 
    Instead, shrouded in the dust cloud at the top of the steps was a figure. Standing beneath one of the few remaining archways stood someone in plate armour. Alfred thought it a statue at first, it was too large and still to be a man. Then it raised a huge sword and held it aloft. The sword flickered with blue flame. It was the burning knight that had rescued him from the Wendigo.  The armour shone with Angallic script, ancient words winding around grave and breastplate.  It saluted him and then pointed the sword straight out in the direction Alfred had been heading. From its tip a blue spark shot upwards with a streak. It rose high into the sky and then exploded, illuminating the sky and clearing the dust for a few moments. 
 
    Alfred peered in that direction and saw a jagged range of mountains. A tall structure stood silhouetted against the pale sky. Alfred instantly knew what it was. 
 
    Ironghast Monastery. 
 
    Alfred turned back to the figure in the ruins but it was gone. He stood bewildered for a long moment, and then plucked the sword from the earth and sheathed it. He comforted Domino for a few minutes and then mounted up. He led his tired horse back on the broken path towards the imposing structure high on the mountainside. 
 
    Alfred rode with furrowed brow for the next hour, pondering what had he had seen. 
 
    "Why did he just watch? Did he need to see what I would do, whether I would fight to save you?" 
 
    Domino gave an exhausted snort and plodded onwards along the road. Alfred was beginning to doubt his own mind. 
 
    "I don't think he's even real. No more than my dusty companion from this morning. I think my mind has cracked, lad. The only reason I know you're real is because you stink." 
 
    Alfred sat back and caught a whiff of his own sweat stained robes. Domino gave a haughty little snort and dipped his head. Alfred nodded. 
 
    "Aye, fair point, friend." 
 
    By mid-morning, Alfred began to see the dark shadow rising out of the dust ahead. As he got closer, the scale of what loomed out of the gloom made him think his eyes were playing tricks. Finally he was here at his destination.  Ironghast Monastery loomed high above him. But he had reached it at such a cost.  All his travelling companions were dead.  He was half starved and half frozen.  He had not slept in days.  
 
    Great walls surrounded it. Alfred thought it looked more like a fortress than place of worship. From a distance he could see the tops of towers and domes jutting above the walls. Outwith the monastery, smaller buildings nested on promontories. All the way up the sides of the mountain. Some of them made Alfred dizzy to look at even from his place on the ground. From the mouth of a dark arch below the walls a waterfall spewed out into the void and crashed into a dark loch. Its source could only have been some deep river that wound beneath the mountains. It was the most foreboding place he had ever seen. As the wind and dust blew around him, Alfred thought he had reached the end of the world. 
 
    He drew closer and the narrow path wound around the base of the mountain. It looked wide enough for his horse. Seeing it snaking around and around the vast rock chimney, Alfred's stomach churned. He had never liked heights, just another in a long list of things he was afraid of. Yet in his current state, the thought of a warm bed and a hot meal gave him courage enough to climb to the moon. 
 
    He patted his shaking horse on the mane. 
 
    "Just a little bit longer, lad. We're nearly there." 
 
    The first spots of rain fell as he started up the path. The way was uncertain, strewn with loose pebbles and fissures. Several times Alfred's horse slipped and at one point he thought he was about to lurch over the edge. He held the reins in a death grip until his horse found its footing, and then he gave a prayer to Angall. Crows perched on the inner ledges of the mountain, laughing at him as he climbed. 
 
    After an hour the pale sun was starting to set.   Alfred was terrified that he would be climbing blind. But he noticed phosphorescent moss clung to the mountainside.  It began to glow as the light dimmed. He was grateful for the illumination, but it gave the monastery above an even eerier look. 
 
    The temperature was dropping the higher he climbed, and Alfred drew his fur around him. He was almost too exhausted to feel afraid now.  As he neared the summit, tiredness and hunger overwhelmed him, and his head began to nod. He slipped from the saddle and only when the horse stumbled did he jolt awake and sit upright. He peered over the side and his head spun at how high he had climbed. To his right was a sheer drop of hundreds of feet, on a ground of jagged rocks. Pebbles fell away from the track and tumbled out into nothingness. 
 
    Alfred shook his head to clear it and spurred the horse onwards up the winding path. As he came around the curve of the mountain, the warm glow of torchlights lit a plateau beneath an overhang of rock. There seemed to be stables built into it but Alfred could see no horses or monks. Past the overhang was a huge wooden door set deep in an iron-grey wall. Alfred rode forward. Above the door, dark windows were set deep in the stone, but not one single light glowed from within. For one sickening moment Alfred feared that the monastery was abandoned. The last of his courage wavered. In the weakest voice he called out to the stables, to the door, to the lightless windows. 
 
    "Hello? Is there anybody here? I am injured and I starve. Please, I need sanctuary." 
 
    The horse's hooves echoed as he passed under the overhang.   The last of Alfred’s strength faded.  He did not remember falling from his horse, but he was awoken with a jolt of pain as he hit the ground. He forced himself up to his hands and knees, winded.  
 
    He crouched there for a moment, and then fell over onto his back.   The cold rain fell upon his face, into his open mouth.  He did not even have the strength to get up.  The monastery was abandoned and Alfred knew he would die where he lay.   
 
    As he felt consciousness fade, his throat illuminated and the little mote of light he been blessed with drifted up out of his mouth and into the sky.  The rocks around it shone as it floated upwards.  
 
    Then the door to Ironghast began to open with a gravelly creak. 
 
    Before Alfred stood several figures in monk's robes. Holding torches aloft and peering at him with grey faces. Alfred reached up a shaking hand.   His croaking voice could only manage one word.  
 
    "Sanctuary." 
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    Deena woke with a start and for a moment did not know where she was.  
 
    She raised her head and dirty straw clung to her cheek. There was a horrible stiffness in her neck where she had slept at an awkward angle. The stench of her filthy little cage reached her conscious mind. Her stomach lurched with the rhythmic rocking of the ship. She rose, her every joint aching. She plucked a few strands of straw from her face and hair and tried to snort the stink from her nostrils. Then she smelled something else, something muskier than old damp straw. A smell she recognized. 
 
    She looked across the cage and leaped back with a short scream. 
 
    There outside the bars sat Cyrus Blackweather.  The last Karkaren in the world.  Eight foot of furred muscle and deadly antlers.  
 
    His eyes reflected the torchlight like tropical sunset. Before she knew it she was pressed up against the far side of her prison. Blackweather just cocked his head at her and slid something through the bars on the floor. Deena's eyes adjusted and she saw before her sat a wooden bowl, piled high with dark cherries. The Captain gestured with a clawed hand. 
 
    Deena looked at the plump little fruits and her mouth watered. Her stomach rumbled and her trembling fingers began to reach out. But her distrust stopped her short. 
 
    Blackweather snorted and raised a brow. 
 
    "You think I've poisoned them, Scorchling? Tuck in. You’ve earned a treat." 
 
    Deena weighed up the odds for a moment and then decided if she was going to die, then it would be with a full belly. She grabbed a handful of cherries and tore the stones from them, stuffing her mouth full. The rich sweetness burst on her tongue and juices trickled down her chin. She spoke with muffled voice through the fruit mush. 
 
    “A treat for what? Saving your hairy arse from that Sorrowbeast?” 
 
    Blackweather laughed low and soft.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Deena peered up from her feast, her lips dyed purple.  
 
    “So you believe me now? That the Sorrow is returning after a thousand years?” 
 
    Blackweather nodded. 
 
    “I’d have a hard time denying it. That filthy creature tore up half my ship.” 
 
    Deena gulped down a mouthful of fruit and licked her lips.  
 
    “Then you understand why you have to help me, Captain.  You have to take me to the Bleaks, to Ironghast monastery.  We have to prepare for the war that is coming. My blessing means that I am to be a general in that war. You must help me.” 
 
    The huge beastman raised a brow and his fierce eyes flashed.  
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    Deena grasped the bars of her enclosure.  
 
    “You’re like me Cyrus.  Hunted and alone. You have the Magus Heart inside your body just like I do. The Sorrow will drain the magic from you as quick as they will anyone else. Then the last Karkaren will be gone too. Just another story for peasants to frighten their children with.  You can’t keep running forever, hiding at sea.  You should join me. Come to Ironghast, the last refuge in the world for people like us.” 
 
    Blackweather popped a cherry in his mouth and regarded her in silence for a long moment.  
 
    “People like us. Are we the same, little ginger Scorchling?” 
 
    Deena could not tell if he was mocking her or if he felt affinity.  Her mind flashed with the memory of the mutated creature that had birthed in the lowest hold of the ship and begun to feast upon Blackweather’s crew.  Blackweather had slaughtered it with her help and sent it back to the underworld.  She had never seen a warrior like him. She lowered her voice and pleaded with him.  
 
    “I saw the way you fought that Sorrowbeast.  Things like that murdered almost everyone in my town.  All the men bearing arms, the young the strong and the capable. Not a single one stood a chance against those things.  But you could fight back!  You could tear it apart.  Do you have any idea what I would give to be the size and strength of you? To fight like you can?  So I don’t just have to stand by and watch everything I love killed?  If were like you, I would not stand by and let the world be destroyed by this filth.  But I am not like you. I feel like I have always been in a cage.” 
 
    Blackweather sighed with a rumble and a thick red tongue licked his fangs clean of cherry juice.  He looked to the floor and his eyes misted.  
 
    "You know, Scorchling, the same thing happened to my people that happens to every other Old Race in your king's land. Fifty years or so ago, during the Great Purge. First there was the Caldera on the northern plateau, the royal archers took them from the skies and poisoned the eyries. Then the king drove the Manticores back to their nesting grounds in the caves of the east, and slaughtered them there in the dust near Bethamet." 
 
    Deena did not recognize the word. 
 
    "What is a Manticore?" 
 
    A small pitying smile. 
 
    "Oh how people forget. You have not seen a drawing of one in your books? They were vicious things, clever and venomous, proud and perilous. Held grudges for centuries. The old adage was that if you were to kill a Manticore, you must kill his entire family at once, or it will be an endless feud and pursuit of vengeance. The king took that to heart. The last Pridelord was killed in the battle of Bethamet and they were no more. It was the last time the king rode into battle himself, and the Manticores left him with a little reminder of their passing. He took a sting that day that he has felt ever since. He thought himself invulnerable, a living god, but he learned that day that the venom of the Manticore could harm him. It made him even more fearful. It made him wonder what other surprises the Old Races might have in store for him. " 
 
    Deena sat watching, listening to the seagulls. Feeling the cherries worm their way into her gut. She felt a little nauseated, but she knew not from poison, just from lack of familiarity with rich food. She burped a little and her stomach eased. 
 
    "So he came for your people next?" 
 
    Blackweather nodded. 
 
    "We had long since moved to the bluewood forest of Coldmourne. We were the biggest traders of furs and timber with the kingdom. And Lordric Ore, slow iron you call it, from deep in the woods. The king could not get enough of it, and it was easy to acquire for us. We could not fathom what he was using it all for." 
 
    Deena knew of slow iron. Crookstone it was often called where she had grown up. It was the rarest and most valuable ore in the world, but long associated with sorcery.  And so all the mines in Vassonia had been filled in. She had been told that her great great grandfather had been a slowiron miner. And all the years underground digging for it had changed him in ways the family never spoke of. She had never seen anything made from it, and despite its rumoured value she had no clear idea of its uses. Her mother said it polluted the family blood for generations. Another reason for Deena to feel different and cursed. 
 
    "What would the king be making with it? 
 
    Blackweather shrugged. 
 
    "No one knows. But the tales were that he was building a contraption of such thaumaturgy the world had never seen. A device that would drain the magic from anything it touched. It was fuelled by the lifeblood of slaves, their Magus Hearts, and its sole purpose was to keep the king on the throne forever." 
 
    Deena wondered if this mighty trickster had once been the victim of the greatest trick of all. 
 
    "And your people helped to build it." 
 
    A small mirthless laugh. 
 
    "Yes, we crafted our own doom. And once the king had everything he needed from us, he burned the forest down around us. As a message to us to know our place. My people were druids and shaman. I was amongst the strongest of our druidic order. We lived in vast forests and worshipped the old deep gods of the wild.  It did not save us. When King Oligan came with his forces.   They burned the forests to the ground to get to our slowiron.  I was burned too, almost killed.  I left that smoking ruin and swore never to return. I left my gods in those smouldering ashes too.  I follow Livretti now, and I go where the dice tell me.  They don’t tell me to help you, or guide you, or by your ally, I’m afraid. Sorry.” 
 
    Deena felt her shoulders slump and she let herself rest back into the confines of her cage.  
 
    “So what do they tell you? Other than to fatten me with cherries ready for market?” 
 
    Blackweather sat up straight and defiant.  
 
    “They tell me that my task is to ensure that you reach the Midnight Fair on the southern coast.  There the world’s finest collectors of arcane artefacts will bid for you.  And it is my task to ensure that the right person buys you.  I don’t question the gods, I just follow the path they offer.” 
 
    Deena leaned forward in her cage and jutted her chin.  
 
    “Well your dice and your trickster god can dive overboard, as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    Blackweather brought the dice from his pocket and watched as they spun in his hand. Each face was a symbol that faded and was replaced by a new one.  They rolled around his huge palm in an impossible way, telling their complex and obscure story.  
 
    “Livretti’s path might seem random or obscure at first glance, Scorchling.  But there is a purpose in that madness.” 
 
    Deena pushed the cherry bowl back through the bars.  
 
    “So far the purpose seems to be you lining your pockets from my sale.” 
 
    Blackweather shrugged. 
 
    “Perhaps it is just that.  Maybe you are just an annoying red headed signpost for me on a journey to something more important.” 
 
    Deena grabbed the bars again.  
 
    “What could be more important, Captain, than saving the lives of everyone from a force that nearly destroyed us all a thousand years ago? And it’s back! Back to finish the job.” 
 
    Blackweather stood up to his full height, his antlers nearly scraping the ceiling of the cargo hold.  
 
    “The dice have predicted there is an overwhelming probability that your fate lies at the Midnight Fair in Sakhar.  You will be sold to the highest bidder.  The dice say my fate lies there too for now.” 
 
    Deena glared at him between the bars.  
 
    “I will burn this fair you talk of to the ground. And you with it. I despise you for your unwillingness to help.  Your selfishness and arrogance. I hope when the king and the Sorrow come for you, they skin you alive and hang your pelt on the wall.” 
 
    Blackweather broke from his reverie and narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    "I think if you were to reach adulthood, rather than the short meaningless life of a slave that is in store for you, you would be a forest fire that raged across the land, burning everything in your wake. There would be a flame of rage in you no rain could extinguish. You are the reason I kill almost every thinskin I meet. You are forged and cooling, fashioned to be a crusader. Wherever you are pointed there would be death." 
 
    Deena gave her bars a single half-hearted kick. 
 
    "Then it is good you are doing the public service of ensuring I am never full grown. Perhaps I will burn this precious ship of yours and send us both to the deep? How would that appeal to your god of chance?" 
 
    Blackweather stared at her in wonder, a mad grin across his face. 
 
    "Hah. Little Scorchling. Tiny cinder. Shall we burn together?" 
 
    Deena looked into the monster's face. He seemed filled with glee at the possibilities. She deflated that he was not intimidated by her power. 
 
    "You have no fear. Or care for anything anymore, do you captain?" 
 
    His sunset eyes flashed. He held up the strange mismatched dice. Deena thought he looked almost childlike with excitement. 
 
    "I am chosen of Livretti." 
 
    He held out the dice, rolling them together in his palm in a way that looked impossibly skilful to Deena's eyes. Even in the gloom, she could see that the symbols on each face altered with each roll. As if some invisible hand were erasing and repainting them. 
 
    Blackweather leaned in and whispered. 
 
    "Each day these dice can be charged with the power of chance and chaos. They delight in the improbable, rejoice in the unlikely, and revel in the barely possible. I never know what symbol each face will hold from one day to the next. It could be portent of my death or my fortune. I like surprises." 
 
    They peered at each other through the bars in a tense silence. She loathed him and was drawn to him. Was terrified by him and wanted to kill him. He believed in nothing but had more faith than anyone she had ever met. She sat as he spun his sorcerous dice. 
 
    "And you would risk me burning us all into the sea?" 
 
    Blackweather nodded. 
 
    "It'd be an interesting turn of events, wouldn't it? I for one am looking forward to seeing what's going to happen." 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him.  
 
    "You also have the Magus beneath your black heart. Just like me.  I can conjure Angall’s light. How does it manifest for Karkaren?" 
 
    The Captain dismissed her. 
 
    "I have no business with the old shaman ways and the religion of the forest. For those trees I lived in are no more, just blackened stumps. I worship Livretti now, and I follow chance." 
 
    Not for the first time Deena wondered what strange path Angall had put her on. She felt more at the whim of chaos gods like Livretti than the father of all illumination. Her future was dark to her, as dark as the sea night outside the ship. 
 
    "And when the true Sorrow comes to kill us all, king, slave and monster alike? You will roll your dice and hope for the best?" 
 
    Blackweather turned his huge hand this way and that. The dice rolled and flowed all around his fingers in an improbable path. He offered his sharp toothed grin and shrugged. 
 
    "I'll take my chances, Scorchling. As we all do." 
 
    Cyrus Blackweather put his dice back in his coat and turned towards the steps that led to the upper deck.  At the bottom of the steps he halted and turned.  
 
    “I appreciate your help with that abomination before. I really do, girl.  For the record, I am glad you are not bigger.  If you had some weight behind that fiery heart of yours, I think everything in this world would be terrified of you.” 
 
    Deena fixed his gaze with her pale cold eyes.  
 
    “One day I will have strength.  Then let all monstrous hearts beware.” 
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    Alfred could smell incense, and beneath a harsher smell, something antiseptic. His eyes flickered open and he was staring up at an arched stone ceiling with a single skylight. Pale morning washed down on him and the ache in his bones began to waken. He saw that there were hardy medicinal plants next to his bedside and a single candle burned low. He tried to sit up and was as weak as a mouse. A gnarled hand appeared on his shoulder and pressed. 
 
    "Don't try to sit up too quickly, son. You've had a busy day." 
 
    Alfred slumped back down on the straw pillow. As his eyes cleared he peered up at the face of an old but stately man in rough spun robes. Around his neck hung a heavy chain with a polished sun. His face was gaunt but not without kindness. Alfred's voice sounded weak in his own head. 
 
    "Where am I?" 
 
    The old monk sat at the edge of the bed and dabbed a damp cloth on Alfred's feverish brow. It was cool and refreshing. 
 
    "You are in the infirmary of Ironghast Monastery. You must have had quite the wayward path to get here, judging by your state when you fell at our door begging for sanctuary. And sanctuary you have. As does any brother of the faith, acolyte or high priest. Although it is rare to see pilgrims out here in the Bleaks. Welcome." 
 
    Alfred took a deep breath and the tension ran from his muscles. He was alive. Whether he was safe or not, it was safer here than out in the wild. 
 
    "Thank you brother. I thought I would die in the Bleaks. This place is so far from the world." 
 
    The monk gave a smile and shrugged. Alfred noticed he had several pale old scars across his face. 
 
    "Considering the state of the world, that's just the way we like it.  We are a place best forgotten. You must rest now; they will be bringing you some soup shortly which I insist you eat. You look like you haven't had a meal for some time." 
 
    Alfred sat upright and checked his surroundings. In a panic he tried to get up but the monk pressed him down again. 
 
    "I was travelling with friends.  I am the only one left.  Wendigo.  We were attacked." 
 
    The monk rang the damp cloth out in a basin and nodded with benign smile. 
 
    "Yes, Alfred of Durn, we know who you are.  We’ve received word of your journey.  Your master, Phillip of Tyne was known to us.  He was a good man. We are very sorry to hear of his loss.” 
 
    Alfred collapsed back on the bed and the tears threatened to rise. 
 
    "I did not think such things as wendigo were real. Not in this age." 
 
    The monk gave a knowing smile. 
 
    “There are many things out here in the Bleaks that the world thought lost.  Not all of them benign.  The wendigo have been surfacing again these past few years. Raiding the villages on the fringes of the Bleaks.  We have been trying to keep people safe, cull their numbers. But they disappear back into the dust storms so easily.  Did you know that a thousand years ago, the wendigo were thrall to the Sorrow? They sided with the enemy because they were too foolish to see beyond their own greed and hunger.” 
 
    Alfred’s mind flashed with images of the terrifying creatures and the bloody faces of his companions. 
 
    “It was as if they knew to attack us. Out of more than hunger.  It was like they knew I was trying to reach the monastery.” 
 
    The monk gave Alfred a curious look then and poured him a cup of fresh water.  He held it to Alfred’s lips and let him take a sip. 
 
    “You do not have to hide your blessing here, Alfred.  Our abbot Malkolm Bluheart has been hoping for your arrival for some time.  No one here hunts you because of the Magus Heart that glows within your body.  We are all freaks and sinners here, of one kind or another.” 
 
    Alfred looked at the old man and wondered if he too had the strange second heart beneath his ribs.  He felt so weak still, and his thoughts came slow and heavy.  He remembered the other thing he had seen in the wild.  
 
    “There was something else out there.  I thought I had dreamed it, but I followed me almost to the gates here.  It was a knight.  A golden knight all aflame with rage.  It saved me. Do you know of this being?” 
 
    The monk did not answer for a moment, instead re-applying the cloth to Alfred's forehead. Alfred was not sure if the old man had heard the question. Finally he spoke.  
 
    "The Bleaks are full of ghosts from another time.  It’s a place of very sad memories and terrible wars.  There are lots of rare and exotic beings here at Ironghast.  But nothing like what you have described.” 
 
    Alfred let his head sink into the pillow.  He could not stop thinking about the burning knight.  It shone with the light of Angall but it emanated so much rage.  It was like staring into the sun.  The old monk smiled again. He stood and picked up the bowl of water. Alfred noticed that his robes were threadbare and patched in many places. 
 
    "You have many cuts and bruises but no serious injury. It will take a day or two for you to recover and then we will take you to meet the abbot.  And we will find out the true purpose of your blessing and your visit here. You may have a part to play in the wars to come.” 
 
    The tiredness washed over Alfred again. There was still fear mixed with his relief. He kept seeing flashes of the Wendigo and the burning knight. 
 
    "So I have been told.  I have so many questions." 
 
    The monk nodded and gave him a sympathetic smile. He went to leave but stopped at the foot of the bed and turned. 
 
    "And I will give as many answers as I can. But just now you must rest." 
 
    Alfred raised a hand to the old monk. 
 
    "What is your name, brother?" 
 
    The old man gave a tiny bow of his head and touched the sun amulet around his neck. 
 
    "I am Michal of Tithe. I have visited Vassonia in my youth. I became rather addicted to the olives there. Feels like a lifetime ago. Now rest. Old Gumm will watch over you while you recover." 
 
    The monk picked up his robes and hurried out of the infirmary carrying the water bowl. 
 
    Alfred lay on the hard bed, his bones aching. The pillow was coarse and straw-filled but was silk to his tired head. He focused on his breathing and lay still. The arched ceiling was carved with symbols, not all he understood. It looked old. The smells of the place were layered. The incense was spiced apple yet he knew no apple trees grew for a hundred miles. The antiseptic used on his wounds assaulted his nostrils, something herbal and bitter. Beneath that, beneath everything, was an odour that was as heavy as an encroaching storm. It was age. Alfred could smell the dry dust of a thousand years in every shallow lungful he took. He thought the seminary at Vassonia was old. But this place felt like it was carved when the world was still young. 
 
    Alfred heard a few faint coughs around him from other beds. A monk shuffled in sandals between them, giving quiet blessings and offering water. He scanned with his peripheral vision but was too tired to raise his head. It was cold in the Monastery, and Alfred tugged his blanket over his legs. He gingerly steepled his fingers together and spoke in a low whisper. 
 
    "Lord Angall. I apologise that I lost my faith in the wilds, and that I doubted you would see me here safe. I no longer know the grand plan you have for me, Lord, but I am aware now that it is does not involve gold or a life of silk robes and cushions. You have shown me the character building nature of suffering, and I am trying to learn and be a better holy man. I do not know why in your wisdom you have sent me here, but I will act as a conduit for you as best I can and do your good work. I hope you have received the souls of my brothers into your halls." 
 
    Alfred peered up at the pale morning light shining down on him from the skylight at the apex of the arch above him. The motes of dust danced within it, and he tried to focus on the subtle patterns. 
 
    Perhaps Angall's Riddles are written in nature itself. Perhaps he talks to me through dust and gossamer. 
 
    A quiet gravelly voice came from beside his bed, breaking Alfred from his reverie. 
 
    "Are you waiting for him to answer you, boy? I imagine it's usually a one sided conversation." 
 
    Alfred started, and turning his head and an old man sat in the alcove next to his bed. He was broad as a bear and shrouded in tired, stained robes. His hood was drawn up. He had a rickety chess set laid out on the bedside table and was pondering his next move. Alfred flushed that someone had overheard his conversation with God. It was vanity for a holy man to assume he was special. 
 
    "I am sorry brother I did not see you there." 
 
    The old man shrugged beneath his heavy robes. He placed a pawn a square forward on the board. He was one of those men that did everything slow and methodical. 
 
    "Well I did not announce myself, young master, but I am here to ensure your safety.” 
 
    Alfred was uncomfortable at having someone by his shoulder while he slept. But he forced a polite smile. 
 
    "Ah yes. Brother Michal said that someone would be watching over me. You are...Old Gumm?" 
 
    Alfred could not see the monk's eyes beneath his hood, but the old mouth turned up at the corners. Grey stubble peppered his cleft chin. 
 
    "Well, my name is Gumm, and I'm past my prime, so I suppose that fits." 
 
    Alfred flushed a little. 
 
    "I apologise, I didn't mean to be rude." 
 
    Gumm scratched his stubbled chin and pondered his next chess move. 
 
    "No offence taken, young master. I'm a bit of a dogsbody round the Monastery, truth be told. It is my honour to watch over you until you recover. I will be your guide." 
 
    Alfred's skin prickled a little. The old monk was raggedy and reeked of cheap spirit. But there was intensity to his focus on the board that unnerved Alfred. 
 
    "Forgive me brother, but you mentioned you are here to ensure my safety. Safety from what? Are my dangers not past?" 
 
    The monk brought a little clay pipe out from is robes along with a pouch. He began to stuff it with strong tobacco that smelled like old leather. 
 
    "Ironghast is vast, young master, and old. Not every part of it is safe, and it is easy to become lost. I will stay with you until you have your bearings." 
 
    "That's kind of you brother." 
 
    Old Gumm smiled again beneath his hood. 
 
    "Well I'm a monk. It would not do not to be kind on occasion." 
 
    Alfred relaxed a little in his bed and stared up at the ceiling with a smile. He felt the first hint of safety since he left Vassonia. 
 
    "A good point, brother. It’s a quality I’m working on myself." 
 
    Gumm placed his little pipe on the chessboard and then reached back into his robes. He brought out a battered tin hipflask and unscrewed the top. 
 
    "And as a monk, it would not do to be perpetually sober. Can I offer you something medicinal, young master?" 
 
    Alfred glanced around the infirmary to see if anyone was watching. He had to admit the ache in his bones would be eased with a snifter of strong drink. He reached out and took the flask from the gnarled hand of the old monk. Holding it up to his nose, he inhaled and was hit with something akin to plum brandy. He took a mouthful and gulped it down, relishing the burn and the heaviness flowing through his limbs. 
 
    "Your hand is still shaking." 
 
    Alfred looked down and his hand was indeed like an autumn leaf. He took another sip to drown the memories of the massacre in the wilds. He could still hear the screams. 
 
    "I saw things. Out in the Bleaks. I... still see them." 
 
    Old Gumm reached out and took the flask back, tipping it up to his lips. As his head leaned back, Alfred could see bloodshot blue eyes staring at him. There was something in those eyes that unnerved Alfred. They looked haunted by some terrible memory. 
 
    "Aye lad. There are some things to see in this world, are there not? For those of us willing to travel.” 
 
    Alfred smiled and let his head sink back. Then he jumped in his bed as human screams echoed around the infirmary. For a moment he thought that his nightmares had followed him into the monastery. He sat upright on the bed, gripping the blanket as two monks were carried into the infirmary by eight of their brethren. They were writhing and screaming and the floor was slick with spilled blood. Some of the monks slipped on the slick stone as they struggled to get the injured men on the beds. The monks whispered words of blessing as they tried to calm the stricken men down. Alfred's heart thumped as the screams of pain echoed around the chamber. 
 
    One of the men was fighting against his brothers despite his wounds, and it took four of them to hold him down. His head was writhing on the pillow and in his suffering he caught Alfred's eye. Alfred was on the other side of the hall but he could smell the stench of blood and fear from the man. The monk was young, but his features were covered in blood. His eyes were wild. 
 
    "Get out of here, brother! It is not safe!" 
 
    Alfred found he had raised a hand as if to help the man and was shaking his head in confusion. The man called over again in a voice thick with blood. There was a sickening gash across his abdomen. 
 
    "Monsters are here, brother!" 
 
    The monks held their brother down by the limbs. The physician and herbalist monks hurried through the doors with accoutrements in hand. 
 
    Alfred stared as they began to clean and stitch the wounds. He turned to the big old monk sat in the alcove next to him. Old Gumm sat there working his big jaw and pressing tobacco down into his pipe. 
 
    "What kind of monastery is this? 
 
    Old Gumm glanced up from beneath his hood and chewed his lip as if pondering the answer. 
 
    "A very old one, full of memories. And full of strange things. Are you not also a strange thing? You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t." 
 
    Alfred pointed across the infirmary. 
 
    "What happened to those monks? Their wounds?" 
 
    Gumm looked across at the stricken men. They were calming down now as the soporific herbs took effect. Their limbs twitched and spasmed. 
 
    "They were down in the deeper parts of the Monastery, dealing with one of our less civilized residents. They had a terrible accident." 
 
    Alfred wondered what manner of accident could have caused such horrific wounds. They looked like claw wounds. Alfred turned to look at the old monk, who had resumed focus on the chessboard. 
 
    "You have been assigned to keep me safe?" 
 
    Gumm glanced up. 
 
    "I have." 
 
    Alfred looked at the slow moving old man. He looked like he would have been a brawny man in his youth, but now he just looked like a worn down old drunkard. 
 
    "And who keeps you safe, brother Gumm?" 
 
    Gumm seemed to find this amusing. He chuckled beneath his hood. 
 
    Alfred felt very far from home.  Now he was trapped and vulnerable in as eldritch a place as he could imagine.  An island of strangeness and peril amidst a sea of granite and dust.  Once again he wondered why his insignificant blessing could be so important.  If this was a place of forbidden magic and monsters, he did not for a moment think his mote of holy light could defend him.  He suddenly felt as vulnerable and hunted as he ever did in the Bleaks.  But it was too late now.  
 
    He was one freak among many at Ironghast monastery, for good or for ill.  
 
    Exhaustion overwhelmed him once again and fell back on the pillow into a fitful sleep. 
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    Alfred had been shown to a small single dormitory in the western wing of the Monastery.  
 
    He had been furnished with clean robes of coarse material. A bowl of fresh water and cloth had been left for his ablutions. Fresh blankets had been laid on the bed and the stubs of a few candles scattered on a small table. A leather-bound copy of Meditations on Angall's Riddles had been provided next to the bed. The room was stark, clean and without luxury, but after sleeping rough in the wild, to Alfred it was a palace. The monastery was vast beyond his imagining. Alfred had seen only glimpses of its depths. Just the journey from the infirmary to his dorm three floors up via a narrow winding stair. But myriad passageways had branched off left and right into the darkness.  
 
    It had taken him another full day in the infirmary to recover from his wounds and exhaustion. And most of that he drifted in and out of sleep. Old Gumm had sat by his side most of this time, playing chess, drinking brandy and smoking his little pipe. He had not often spoken to Alfred. Just the occasional gruff acknowledgement or drunken belch. 
 
    Alfred was glad of the time alone now. To meditate, to process the events of the previous weeks since he had left Old Vassonia. He folded his old bloodstained robes and placed them in his travel bag. There was a polished plate for a mirror on the wall. As Alfred washed his face he looked upon himself for the first time in weeks. He thought that he looked older, thinner and more careworn than he had back in the seminary. 
 
    What he had experienced these past weeks had opened his eyes to the ancient world. The world as it was for his ancestors. Alfred had been brought up to believe that all magic was a force of doom and destruction in the world. So far he had to agree with the king on that one. Magic was nothing but trouble. 
 
    Once he had washed and dressed, Alfred moved across to the single window of his dormitory. In it was a pane of deep green glass with a latch, offering only an eerie wash of ghoulish light that spilled on the floor. Alfred unhooked the latch and opened the window taking in deep lungful's of cold mountain air. 
 
    The view from the monastery was incredible. From his overhanging tower it was a vertiginous drop hundreds of feet to the rocks below. Yet above the pale dust storms that blew across the Bleaks, he could see the vague shape of distant hills. Perhaps even as far as Grimstone. He remembered the innkeeper there and how he had warned them all how their journey would turn out. Hammered to death and made into a good meal. He wasn’t far wrong.  
 
    Alfred could see brecanstanes scattered across the landscape. Like twisted black nails driven into the skin of the earth. Now that he understood what they were, black prisons for ancient souls, they gave him shivers. Carleon, or the spirit of Carleon, was entombed within one of those, ministering to the dead. The souls of his other brethren he could not account for. 
 
    As night fell, Alfred peered out across the soulless landscape. He tried to remind himself of the words Master Phillip has said to him on the road. Angall is a campfire in the darkest night. Alfred squinted as something glimmered out in the Bleaks. Was it a fire? Were his dead master’s words taking form? 
 
    Then he thought it was a track of the setting sun, but as he squinted, there was definitely something moving out in the wild. It was like a burning star shooting across the ground, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. 
 
    Alfred rubbed his eyes and peered out into the dusk. 
 
    There. It was a figure on horseback, galloping at breakneck speed towards the Monastery. The hairs prickled on his forearms. Even from this height, he recognised the entity. 
 
    No. 
 
    A panic rose within him. The Burning Knight. The avenger who had slain wendigo like children was hurtling towards the path at the base of the mountain. Alfred remembered the words of Michal of Tithe. 
 
    The Monastery is a repository for many things forbidden, rare, forgotten or lost. But nothing like this knight you describe. 
 
    Alfred was shaking at the thought of the crusader getting in to the Monastery. It would kill every living soul within and leave it a ruin. Unless this strange mountaintop retreat was where it lived!  Was it just another freakish soul who lurked in this old warren?  The path of flames behind the unnatural charger faded in to the dust. Alfred lost track of the burning knight. 
 
    After a few moments he began to doubt if he had seen it at all. He wondered if his misadventures in the wild had fractured his mind. Alfred tried to control his breathing. He stepped back from the window and dropped to his knees, steepling his hands. 
 
    "Great Angall, why have you sent me here to this purgatory? I feel no sense of your presence in this cursed place. It is the end of the world, Lord. Is this my refuge from what hunts me?  What good can I do hiding in such a place? Where burning spirits of vengeance roam the dust.” 
 
    A peel of thunder rolled across the night sky outside and Alfred felt the charge of it in the air. He could smell it. He knelt there on the floor, waiting for a sign. Master Phillip had always told him that all the answers he would ever need were painted in the world for all to see.  
 
    He stood there for several minutes looking out across the Bleaks, feeling very alone.  
 
    His reverie was interrupted by a knock on the door. Alfred jumped a little, startled, and then stood and walked across the room. There in the doorway stood Old Gumm, a big shabby slow man with bloodshot eyes. Like an old bull put out to pasture. He had brought Alfred a clean towel and fresh water. He just stood there, swaying from drink, and did not say a word. Alfred coughed and broke the silence. 
 
    "Brother Gumm. Thank you for bringing this. You can just put it over there if you want." 
 
    Gumm did not move, just stared at Alfred. Then he put the water jug and towel on the floor where he stood and gestured his head at Alfred. 
 
    "Follow me. The Abbot wants to see you." 
 
    Alfred's heart fluttered. He was used to being summoned to his superior's offices for a comprehensive listing of his shortcomings. He wondered if it would be any different here at Ironghast.  
 
    "The Abbot? Am I in trouble?" 
 
    Old Gumm just grunted and turned to walk down the corridor. 
 
    "Supper, young master. Make sure your fingernails are clean and follow me."               
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    Alfred followed Old Gumm down a series of narrow, twisting corridors. There was an unsettling quality to the monastery that disorientated Alfred. He could not quite judge where he was within the vast complex as viewed from the outside. And if Gumm had not been there to guide him, he may have become lost. The big old man shambled down the passages, muttering to himself. Alfred sensed that he was given every menial task the Monastery had to offer. And looking after an acolyte like himself was not seen as an honour. 
 
    The smell of age lingered wherever he walked. Darkness had fallen and moonlight spilled in the windows to gather in pools upon the stone floor, illuminating the fine motes of dust that floated throughout the monastery. Alfred wondered if it was a remnant of the same dust that blew out in the Bleaks, the powdered bones of the ancient dead. They passed by various ornate doors laced with gold filigree and painted red. A locked, all silent within. All containing secrets.  
 
    Finally Gumm led them through a pair of oak doors into a large hall with various alcoves leading off. Within it monks were sat at long log tables, supping and speaking in hushed tones. Braziers were placed throughout the hall. Giving it a warm orange glow where shadows played the walls. On a raised platform at the far end of the hall was a long banquet table which Alfred knew must serve the elders of the order. The room smelled of hot food but not anything Alfred recognised and nothing that stoked his appetite. Beneath that was the earthy smell of old robes and many warm bodies huddled together. A large stone wash basin sat on a pedestal at the entrance to the hall. 
 
    Gumm nudged Alfred as they entered. 
 
    "Wash your hands, young master." 
 
    Alfred gingerly stepped over to the bowl and washed his hands in the accustomed fashion. The chattering grew louder behind him and a hundred eyes burned into his back. He grimaced and whispered over to Gumm. 
 
    "Brother Gumm, I did not realise I was to be presented to everyone." 
 
    Gumm just grunted and began to wash his own big, gnarled hands. 
 
    “The monks are curious. You are the first to arrive that is blessed with Angall’s Whisper.  They have heard the rumours that you and the others are to play a great part in the war.” 
 
    Alfred frowned. 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    Gum nodded. 
 
    “You didn’t think you were Angall’s unique little snowflake, did you?  When that blessing manifests, there are always a few.” 
 
    Alfred felt sheepish and looked to the floor. He felt many eyes glancing across from the alcoves.  
 
    “They must have been expecting some hulking warrior.  I’m sure they weren’t expecting me.” 
 
    Gumm smiled as he dried his hands.  
 
    “Don’t worry, the order has seen lots of strange things seek refuge here over the years. What they are likely most surprised at is how normal you look.” 
 
    Alfred’s brows furrowed as he took the towel from Gumm and dried his own hands.  
 
    “You say I am the first? How many others like me are you expecting?” 
 
    Alfred was secretly glad he was not the only one like him. It took some of the pressure off his shoulders and made him feel less lonely.  
 
    Gumm shrugged.  
 
    “Not more than a handful will be born at any time with that blessing.  Some of those that are will be caught by the Witchfinders or killed on the journey.  But all that are blessed will be drawn to this place. They will see it in their dreams and in waking visions until they make the pilgrimage. They will not be able to resist.” 
 
    Alfred nodded. He spoke quietly as he scanned the hall for an empty space at a table.  
 
    “It was like that with me, brother Gumm. But why? Why are they drawn here?” 
 
    Gumm answered quietly as they walked into the hall.  
 
    “Because when it comes to magic, like attracts like. That little holy mote within you is attracted to the light of Angall hidden here. Like small parts of a greater whole.  It will be the same when you meet others with your blessing.  You will ignite each other.” 
 
    Ignite each other.  The phrase excited and terrified Alfred.  The young female crusader flashed in his mind, gleaming in her armour and aflame with violence.  
 
    “In my dreams and visions. I see a girl. A fierce red haired girl. Could she be another like me?  She obsesses my thoughts.” 
 
    Gumm grinned beneath his beard.  
 
    “I have no idea.  But it’s not uncommon for lustful young priests to obsess over their idea of a pretty girl. Maybe best just keep that one to yourself.” 
 
    Alfred heard more murmurs as he passed a low table of supping monks.  
 
    “I hate feeling like the new boy in school.” 
 
    Gumm smiled. His teeth were square and strong for such an unhygienic old drunk. 
 
    "We were all the new boy once upon a time, lad." 
 
    Alfred heard a cough behind him and Gumm tapped him a little too hard on the shoulder with his big hand. Alfred turned and stood facing a beanpole of a man with a beaky nose and bristling side whiskers. His robes were a dusky grey and he wore a phoenix chain around his neck. His eyes were a faded blue, and waft of orris root drifted from his robes. Gumm nudged Alfred again, causing him to wince. The old man was as strong as a boar, and as subtle. 
 
    "Stand straight lad. This is the Abbot, Father Malkolm Bluheart. " 
 
    Father Bluheart gave Alfred a smile and cast a blessing with his hand. 
 
    "Alfred, it pleases me to see that you are on the mend. The road to Ironghast is not an easy one, is it?" 
 
    Alfred cleared his throat and tried to stand in a pious fashion. 
 
    "I am grateful for your hospitality, and the sanctuary you have offered me." 
 
    Father Bluheart cocked his head like a bird and gazed at Alfred with laughing eyes. 
 
    "Brother Phillip told us you were coming. We hoped to extricate you before the Witchfinders found you. I am sorry, we failed in that regard.   But my old friend Phillip got you here in the end, bless him.  I am so saddened by his loss.”  
 
    There was airiness and optimism to the old man that made Alfred want to tell him everything. 
 
    "How is it that you were expecting me?  It would take weeks to get a letter here, if at all.”  
 
    Father Bluheart walked across and held Alfred by the shoulder. He leaned in conspiratorially. Alfred could smell the violet from his sweetened robes. 
 
    "There are other roads than the ones we pave between places, Alfred. Roads the gods have paved. There are those in the monastery who can communicate with merely a thought. Or through the mind of a bird or a tree. Or through vivid dreams. We with the Magus within need to use what we have and find secret ways to send our messages. Ones the king and his Witchfinders cannot see." 
 
    Alfred shuffled as the abbot fixed his gaze.  He thought of his own dreams and visions that had plagued him for years. The abbot’s face was open and friendly but Alfred also could feel himself being studied meticulously.  He wondered if it was also the first time that Bluheart had met anyone blessed with Angall’s Whisper. 
 
    “Master Phillip told me that Ironghast is a sanctuary for people like me.  People who were born with the Magus. That I would find my purpose here.” 
 
    Bluheart nodded.  
 
    “People, beasts, rare plants, even elemental beings.  Any living thing however eldritch that has the golden heart within.  Anything that the king would hunt to extinction and the Sorrow would drain like a leech.  We protect precious things here as best we can. And we all find our purpose here, or choose it. According to our wants.” 
 
    Alfred looked around the hall and several of the monks were glanced up at him as they ate. As if he were some curious new bird whose markings they had never seen before. They tore the warm bread and drank the wine from their wooden cups and his belly rumbled. He could not recall the last time he sat at a rosewood table and broke bread without fear of being eaten or arrested. 
 
    "Father Bluheart, Master Phillip told me that Ironghast is also repository for the rarest books, books of magic that have been outlawed or thought lost?" 
 
    Bluheart gave a little chuckle and led Alfred up a few shallow steps and across the hall to an arched window. He stood there looking out over the low hills that led up to jagged peaks. Down in a valley, Alfred could see the ruins of a town nestled amongst coarse bushes. Father Bluheart took in a deep breath as he surveyed the dramatic landscape behind the monastery. 
 
    "Phillip told me that you are a lover of books.  Then you will be very happy here.  Our library here is one of the richest and rarest in the world. Many of its books are to be found nowhere else. And some no one has been able to read for centuries.  I have heard it rumoured that Angall’s Whisper can sometimes grant the gift of understanding lost languages. There are certain books here that the Sorrow would kill to possess, if only to destroy them.  Books that in the proper hands could turn the tide of war. " 
 
    Alfred's heart quickened.  To pore over the ancient books of a secret library night after night would make the entire miserable journey so far worthwhile, he thought. To be able to read words that perhaps even Angall himself had written.   Alfred blinked as he felt the magic rise in his blood. 
 
    His mind flashed with an image of an open book sat upon a pedestal.  A dome of golden light shone over it and within that light a thousand motes like his own blessing.  The open book was heavy and old. It pulsed with energy that Alfred could feel in his blood.   It felt like it was calling to him.  Alfred had not experienced a vision this clear in weeks.  Somehow, the book knew him.  
 
    “Father Bluheart…” 
 
    Bluheart gave Alfred a knowing smile and his eyes scanned the boy’s face. 
 
    “Many things thought lost are here. Waiting.” 
 
    Alfred remembered the injured monk in the infirmary. Claiming this to be a haven of monsters, abandoned by the gods. 
 
    "So what else is here in Ironghast, father?" 
 
    Bluheart looked like he was making a mental inventory, his lips moving silently.   
 
    "We the last safe place for the lost and the damned. The few remaining stragglers of the Old Races, the last surviving members of species most of humanity thinks are myths, as well as those rare and special children of men who are born with the Magus within them. Everything that the Sorrow didn't kill the first time it came, and everything our poor corrupted King Oligan has not managed to hunt to extinction. We hold them here. To preserve the last vestiges of things that would otherwise be lost to time, to preserve the beauty of magic, and lastly to keep safe the few blessed powers that might keep us safe from the Sorrow when open war does come." 
 
    Alfred looked up at the old holy man, and then cast his gaze out of the window at the moon over the mountains. The burden of responsibility settled on his narrow shoulders once again. Yet it was less uncomfortable than before. 
 
    "Am I one of those lost souls now, Father Bluheart?" 
 
    The old man nodded. 
 
    "Yes, Alfred. You and those like you in particular. There are many strange and ancient powers in the hidden places of the world that might be used against the might of the Sorrow, but Angall's Whisper, that is a rare one indeed." 
 
    Alfred turned to the old monk and fought for the right words. The old man stood by the window with his hands clasped. Behind him, Alfred could hear the low chatter of the monks and smell the aroma of warm bread. 
 
    "Master Phillip told me as much in Old Vassonia that it only surfaces in people when the world needs it. Though he would tell me precious little else. Except that there may be others like me spread across the world. Will they be drawn here too?" 
 
    Bluheart nodded.  
 
    "If they are amongst the wise, who see their blessing for what it is, and who know the secret of Ironghast, then yes, hopefully others will be drawn to us here." 
 
    Alfred frowned and he leaned his hands on the cold stone window ledge as he looked out. The cold night breeze blew on his face. 
 
    "Why did Master Phillip tell me so little?" 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart breathed in the night air. 
 
    "Not to pain or confuse you, lad. He likely felt guilty." 
 
    "Guilty?" 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart nodded. 
 
    "According to what records we have, those born with your particular blessing have trials ahead of them, tests and suffering that most men cannot bear. From what I have read, only a few survive. I realize that this is not comforting new to you, Alfred." 
 
    The monk's blue eyes cast upon him with pity. 
 
    "Angall's Whisper, though useful for lighting candles and sending Kraven away with burning tails between their legs, is meant for a greater purpose. Those rare Angall's Riddles kept here within our library that we have deciphered hold it as a fire of vigour and animation." 
 
    Bluheart took a deep breath and cast his eyes out over the bleak ragged country below. He considered his word and then explained in a measured tone. 
 
    "As I interpret the writings, that mote of light you can exhale, it wakes up sleeping angelic beings that have lain dormant since the Sorrow last invaded. Holy living weapons of Angall that are buried deep within the earth, very close to where we now stand, in fact. In the Torrent.” 
 
    Alfred’s jaw fell. Whatever courage was blossoming in him recently shrivelled.  
 
    “The Torrent? I am not well travelled, but even I know that no man can enter that place.  I knew Ironghast was close to it, but never imagined that I would get close to it. Nor do I desire to. Not even to see an angelic spirit.” 
 
    The Torrent was a place of myth that had crept into the childhood stories of most people in the realm.  Rumored to be an area where the war against the Sorrow was so destructive that the gods had sealed it off with their magic a thousand years before.  It did not sound to Alfred like the most intelligent place to journey, blessing or no blessing.  Bluheart could see his fear. 
 
    “It lays only a couple of miles behind the monastery, in a narrow valley.  What you need to find lies in there. Your mote is the fire in the furnace of some ancient machine, whose form and composition are like nothing in nature. They are creatures of pure spirit, whose forms are clothed and housed in skins of living ore, in shapes that our mind cannot fathom. Once you awaken such a spirit, it will enter your body and be consumed by you, merging inseparably with you as salt dissolves in water. If your body accepts the spirit, it will change you and give you strength. If not, it will tear you apart." 
 
    Alfred felt a shiver run through him that was more than the night air from the open windows.  
 
    "I fear I am too weak a vessel for such a spirit. I will rip asunder." 
 
    Bluheart shrugged. 
 
    "Perhaps. But I believe Angall does not give such things to those who cannot bear the burden." 
 
    Alfred glanced behind him. Hot steaming platters of meat in sauce were being brought out to the seated monks. He did not recognise the meat but it smelled like fresh seafood. His mouth began to water. 
 
    "Do you think I might have a few nights sleep in a bed and supper at a table first, father?" 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart laughed and held Alfred's shoulder, ushering him over to one of the long benches. 
 
    "Of course Alfred. Come, sit with the others." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart sat down at a bench on a raised dais at the back of the hall. With the other benches laid out in rows below them. The monks looked up at him and then at a gesture from Bluheart they resumed their feasting. 
 
    A platter was laid down before Alfred and although he was ravenous his stomach churned. Steaming hot piles of what looked like grubs filled the platters. Laid out on clumps of green vegetation. In his politest guest voice he turned to the abbot, trying to swallow the bile. 
 
    "I have never seen this… delicacy." 
 
    Bluheart picked up on of the large grubs, dipped it in a pot of buttery herb sauce, and bit it in half. A whitish liquid dribbled own his chin. 
 
    "Ironghast is far from the farming communities at the edge of the Bleaks, and there is little in the way of arable land here. Nor is there rivers teeming with fish. What we do have, are deep caverns and tunnels beneath the mountain. There, a moss grows in abundance that is the essence of nourishment. It tastes bitter, but once boiled overnight it softens to the consistency of seaweed. It alone has kept us all alive for decades. A man needs nothing else." 
 
    Alfred prodded one of the bulbous grubs and its gelatinous flesh puckered. 
 
    "I wasn't referring to the garnish, father, I was looking at the slugs." 
 
    Bluheart laughed with a full mouth, and Alfred struggled not to gag. 
 
    "Slugs? Alfred these are moongrubs. They feed also on the moss underground. They are our vittles, our beef, or pork, our chicken, and our fish. They are pure and abundant source of meat. Be careful when you bite in, the insides are cooked like soft boiled eggs." 
 
    A few spaces along, a burly monk with an eyepatch and a wiry ginger beard flecked with grey leaned forward. He looked to be past sixty but he was solid of frame. His one eye glared at Alfred with undisguised impatience. 
 
    "Ah tuck in laddie, unless you'd like to go back out into the Bleaks and feed on the dead Kraven by the roadside?" 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart laughed and raised a hand. 
 
    "Alfred, may I introduce Brother Kobold. He has been with us for a few months now. He is an old soldier prior to finding the cloth, so forgive his barrack house chatter. Kobold, the lad is new to us, it took you a week of hunger before you got a taste for the moongrub." 
 
    Brother Kobold grunted and picked up a grub, dipping it in sauce and stuffing it whole in his mouth. He leaned further forward and spoke to Alfred in a gruff tone. 
 
    "I hear you were part of a bigger party, young one? But that you drew the Wendigo down from the hills. Been a while since I saw one of those starving bastards. You must have some bad omens about you to bring trouble like that down upon yourself." 
 
    Alfred tried not to show the emotion on his face and replied in a level tone. 
 
    "Yes Brother. We were attacked while we camped at one of the brecanstanes. I was asleep before I knew what was happening. Only I survived." 
 
    Kobold grunted and stuffed another Moongrub into his mouth. It burst and stuck in gooey strings to his wiry beard. 
 
    "If they died at a brecanstane, then they have not died, not have they found rest. But I can see in your eyes that you know this." 
 
    Alfred nodded. He noticed that several of the other monks had stopped eating and were listening in to their conversation. 
 
    "I have seen a pale reflection of my brother within those foul stones. Is this land cursed?" 
 
    Brother Kobold laughed. 
 
    "I was on a pilgrimage to Thassus three months ago, in a caravan of twenty people and eight armed guards. We only meant to cross over the farthest edge of the Bleaks, but all sense of direction is thrown to the wind in this terrible desert. Between beasts and bandits, only I remained after the seventh day. Somehow, after five nights I found myself at the foot of this mountain. And here I've been stuck, waiting for a broken leg to heal before I make my way back to civilization. I'd have been dead in the dust, but now here I am feasting on slugs and moss with these fine fellows." 
 
    Kobold made an extravagant show of stuffing a handful of moss and grubs into his mouth. Until he was unable to talk and just stared at Alfred, chewing with a bitter look upon his scarred face. 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart shook his head and took a sip of wine. 
 
    "On the contrary, Brother Kobold, though you are most welcome here as a fellow devotee of Angall, for as long as you wish. This land is our cloak. The Bleaks are a strange place, saturated with the ancient magic from the old war. The king, even with all his seers, soothsayers and oracles straining their senses out into the world, they cannot detect us here. We are invisible to those who are sensitive to magic. But our own eyes can reach out and see what is happening in the world, most times." 
 
    Alfred gingerly sampled some moss. To his surprise he found it refreshing and wholesome, and began to pile his plate high. As he ate, he turned to Bluheart. 
 
    "Father Malkolm, I wish to ask you of something, but I do not know how to form the words." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart raised a bushy brow. 
 
    "Is it a scriptural matter, Alfred?" 
 
    "No Master. It is about something I saw on the road here to the Monastery." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart gave a sympathetic smile. 
 
    "There are many strange things here in the outer rim Alfred. The ancient wars that happened here took a toll on the landscape. You saw it on your way here. The laws of nature can be bent and toyed with by twisted minds. Lesser gods prowl out here, son, not true ones. These aberrations are not part of the natural order, do not trouble yourself with them." 
 
    Bluheart raised his head and his voice once again. 
 
    "Brother Kobold saw many strange things during the wars when sorcery was abound in the world, did you not brother?" 
 
    Kobold took a sip of ale and glanced up at Alfred. His blind eye was a polluted pearl that made Alfred shiver. 
 
    "I saw things that would make you shit, boy. Grubben and Milk-Dogs stalking in caves. Dusk Bears and Man-o-Wars charging at us in whole legions with jaws slavering filth. Men that wore their bones on the outside as armour calling up wisps from the deep. Whatever it is you saw, it was a relic of the past that will soon fade to nothing. The days of magic are done, boy." 
 
    Alfred looked at Kobold, and thought that he had a similar bearing to master Phillip. The same grizzled face and hard muscle beneath the layers of fat. The same broad shoulders and haunted expression. They were about the same age and Alfred wondered if they had served together. He recalled how Phillip had told him of the questionable things he had done in his youth in the name of the king. 
 
    "You sound like you have fought in many battles, Kobold? When did you decide to take your vows?" 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart waved a hand. 
 
    "Do not press the brother on such matters, Alfred. It is impolite to enquire how and when Angall chose to reveal the Great Riddle to a cleric. We each get here in different ways. You yourself came by an unexpected path, did you not?" 
 
    Alfred adopted a humble demeanour and lowered his gaze. 
 
    "I suppose I did, master. But what I saw was not like a wendigo or a Dusk-Bear or any such thing. What I saw was a knight. A glowing, burning knight." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart took a hasty sip of wine and shook his head. 
 
    "You must be mistaken Alfred. You had lost blood, you were terrified and exhausted. The mind can play many tricks in the Bleaks." 
 
    Alfred tried to keep quiet and eat his supper, but before he knew it he had blurted out. 
 
    "I did not imagine it. I saw a knight. Bigger than any man I have ever seen, on an ironclad charger. But it was aflame, father Malkolm. The knight and his mount burned inside as if from the cracks of a firemountain. Its voice was like a machine of wheels and gears, like tearing steel. It arrived from nowhere and cut the wendigo down as if they were mere children. Then it looked at me, eyes of molten metal, before vanishing off into the mist." 
 
    Kobold sat back and took a big glug of wine. He belched and shouted down the table. 
 
    “I’ve seen many a strange thing out there, boy, but that’s just piss and wind.” 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart spoke to Alfred, a hand on his sleeve. 
 
    "Perhaps the mist played a trick on you Alfred." 
 
    Alfred swallowed before he spoke. 
 
    "I saw it again tonight from the high window of my dormitory. It blazed a burning trail across the Bleaks and moved faster than anything I have ever seen. Towards the monastery." 
 
    Bluheart gave him a patient smile. 
 
    "I think if such an entity resided here with us in Ironghast, that perhaps one or two of the monks might have noticed, Alfred." 
 
    Alfred turned to Kobold, sat down the end of the table, observing his broad shoulders and gnarled hands. 
 
    "Brother Kobold, the knight I saw knew how to wield a sword like no man I have ever seen. In a way only a soldier with experience of battle would know." 
 
    Kobold almost spat his wine. 
 
    "What are you suggesting boy, that I sneak out at night in full armour to slay beasts like something from one of your children's stories?" 
 
    Alfred let the question hang in the air for a moment. 
 
    "Do you, brother?" 
 
    Kobold slammed his cup down on the table and leaned forward, resting his brawny forearms on the wood. 
 
    "Acolyte, I need to get up five times most nights to make water. My knees crack like old bark every time I stand. I fart when I cough. Am I running about the Bleaks with a broadsword at my age? No, you imbicile, I'm not. Besides, what you saw doesn't exist. A burning knight? Angall save us from your nonsense." 
 
    Old Gumm looked up from his seat in the corner. Alfred had almost forgotten he was there. The placid, creaky old monk had an ability to blend into the furniture like a ragged blanket. He chewed his pipe and blew out a column of smoke. He shifted his bulk on the bench and his grizzled voice drifted out from beneath his hood. 
 
    "The boy isn't lying. What he is describing is a paladin. A Knight of the Blaze." 
 
    Kobold tutted and picked up his wine. 
 
    "Oh for Light's sake Gumm, did somebody wake you up? You're dreaming old man, go back to sleep." 
 
    Kobold took a long draught and smacked his lips. 
 
    "What next Papa Gumm, are you going to describe how gremlins stole your other pipe, your good one that you didn't just misplace?" 
 
    There was a ripple of laughter amongst some of the younger monks. Malkolm Bluheart raised a hand and they stopped and resumed eating. Old Gumm gave a long rattling sigh from beneath his hood.  
 
    "No. The gremlins of Ironghast never bothered me. But what he saw, was a paladin." 
 
    Alfred cleared his throat, trying to diffuse the building tension. 
 
    "Master Gumm, I have heard of the paladins. Forgive my ignorance, but they do not exist. Not anymore. Do they?" 
 
    Kobold butted in with his rough voice. 
 
    "Of course they don't, boy. Paladins channelled magic and they found themselves on King Oligan’s blacklist. He accused them of treason after the Manticore Wars. The Witchfinders killed the last one forty years ago. They were a menace, as I’ve heard, couldn't be controlled by anyone, they thought Angall spoke to them, sent them on missions as knights errant. They brought shame to the temple." 
 
    Gumm glared out from beneath his hood, the pale blue eyes regarding Kobold with disdain. 
 
    "They frightened the king because they answered only to god, and their purpose in life was to root out darkness and corruption. Wherever they found it. Even in the throne room itself. Why do you think that King Oligan had them all killed, an order that had existed for a thousand years brought down in the space of a few weeks? Killed by dark magic while they slept." 
 
    Kobold grunted and stuffed another grub into his mouth.  
 
    "They were fanatics, old man. I've no love for the king and what he's done, you all know that, but the world is still a safer place without those armoured zealots." 
 
    Old Gumm took a puff of his pipe and leaned forward in his chair. The younger monks that were still present gathered up their bowls and scampered off to clean them in the kitchens, afraid of the gathering tension. Gumm looked at Alfred and pointed his pipe at him. 
 
    "Actually, young Alfred, I'm not sure if Malkolm Bluheart has told you this, but your particular rare blessing was exclusively the preserve of paladins." 
 
    Alfred sat up, a little shocked. 
 
    "It was? I'm afraid I am no paladin, brother Gumm." 
 
    Gumm leaned back in his chair. The grey bearded old monk seemed thoughtful and lost in the memory of his story. Alfred feared he had caught him in his cups and he would fall asleep mid tale, but the old man sucked on his pipe and spoke. 
 
    "All paladins had the Magus Heart, but once in every hundred generations or so, a few paladins were born with a blessing from Angall himself. They were destined to commune with his sleeping angels, and give up their humanity for a greater cause. They would ascend past any Knight of the Blaze, they would become the living embodiment of his justice." 
 
    Kobold spat his wine on the table and shook his head. 
 
    "They were fanatics and madmen, crazy eyed prophets in plate armour. And swallowing the essence of a dead angel is the kind of insane, ridiculous thing they would do! Things like that should stay buried, lest they cannot differentiate between friend and foe and destroy us all!" 
 
    Gumm sighed and picked up his wine. He drained the cup and then refilled it from a wooden jug. Alfred saw his bloodshot blue eyes search for him in their drunken haze. He looked old and defeated, as if telling his tale had exhausted him. He mumbled half to himself. 
 
    "What do I know? Kobold might well be right. I've been cooped up half-cut in these walls for so many years now, for all I know there might not be a world outside anymore. I'll just hole up here and have a cup of wine until the Sorrow arrives at our door." 
 
    The old monk then retreated into his own thoughts, and Kobold laughed. The red haired monk refilled his glass and resumed conversing with the monks next to him. Alfred continued to peer over at Gumm, feeling rather sorry for the old man, who appeared a little confused. 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart tugged on Alfred's sleeve. He leaned in conspiratorially and whispered to him. 
 
    "As I said, Alfred, we have an extensive library here in Ironghast. The scriptures and textbooks you have grown up with, they are not the only books in the world, you know. There are many other books, of history, of gods and goddesses, and of course of sorcery, that are no longer in circulation. They are either banned, heretical, believed destroyed or otherwise lost to man." 
 
    Alfred longed to sit in such a library, perusing over old books and making notes. 
 
    "I must admit, it would give me comfort to see such books. I was always more of a reader than a fighter. Or a priest, for that matter." 
 
    Bluheart smiled and pulled a brass key from his robes. He held the chain out to Alfred and beckoned him to take it. 
 
    "Three floors up, down the corridor until you reach the brass studded gate. You can find a book about the Paladin Order in the farthest section from the door." 
 
    Alfred tried to eat the rest of his supper, excited about the prospect of the library. In his peripheral vision, he could see the eyes of both Brother Kobold and Old Gumm staring over at him. 
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    Deena peered through the bars of her bamboo prison cell and out of the narrow slat in the hull. She had dreamed with all her heart of seeing land again. Ad now she as she watched the coastline approaching it filled her with terror. 
 
    Each wave that had lapped against the hull of the Apocalypse had been like the ticking of a clock for Deena. Counting down to the inevitable moment that she was sold into the slave markets of Dashai. 
 
    She knew what waited for her there. Beatings in the holding pens, followed by a life of abuse and ignominious death. Her destination an unmarked grave or thrown into the sea. She had heard enough rumours. 
 
    Deena served no master but Angall. Her god may have abandoned her to slavery and death, but that did not mean she had to abandon her god. 
 
    She would find a way to take her own life before anyone could profit from her. That much she had promised Cyrus Blackweather. She would see the savage monster cheated of his gold if it was the last thing she ever did. 
 
    After weeks at sea living in her cramped cell below deck, Deena was a pale wisp of her former self. She was skinny to begin with. But the meals of dry hard castle bread and twice daily water had made her a wiry and ghostly-pale creature. 
 
    This was not the captain's doing. On the contrary, Blackweather had arrived to talk with her most evenings. Bringing cherries, slabs of bacon and rich red wine. Following that first night of such treats, Deena had thought it improper to accept the gifts of a monster who kept her in a cage. More mocking than merciful. She had limited herself to the rations that Sandman had brought her. And now she looked older than her sixteen years. Her red hair was lank and pasted to her sweating face, the flesh of her cheeks drawn and clammy. 
 
    She had kept her teeth clean using a sliver of bamboo and sloshed her mouth out with water. But her ragged clothes and skin stank of sour sweat. She was ashamed to be seen before people in such a state. Even if it were a bunch of savage foreigners with bags of dirty gold. 
 
    As the ship docked in the harbour, Deena's senses were assaulted with a myriad of sensations. That life at sea had made her forget. The cessation of rocking reduced to creaking in the walls of the sheltered harbour. 
 
    She could hear seagulls again, calling out between the masts. She could hear the sounds of people going about their business in Dashai. Stevedores working crates on the piers, fishermen unloading their stinking nets of the day's catch. She could smell tobacco and street food. She could hear livestock being driven to the docks, sheep and camels. 
 
    The air had a different quality too. A dry calmness that made Deena grateful despite her predicament. She could feel warm sand on the breeze, see it gathering in little pools in the corner of her cage. She could smell something familiar coming from one of the wharf-side stalls. A smell that made her mouth water. 
 
    Dates. How Deena craved the sweet fibrous explosion of dates in her mouth. Spitting the stones on a plate and feeling the sweetness of the fruit infuse her limbs with energy. If she had one last meal before slavery and death, she prayed it would be a plate of the fattest dates. 
 
    Her reverie was broken by a familiar presence. 
 
    Captain Blackweather appeared outside the bamboo of her cage. He was dressed in a long dark brown leather coat that came almost to his taloned feet. Beneath this a white shirt covered the fur of his barrel chest. And on his legs he wore brown leather pantaloons that came to his knees. His hair had been braided with golden charms.  And his horns burnished with sandalwood oil so they gleamed like varnished oak. Strapped to his legs were two huge curved, bone handled knives that would have been swords to most men. Inside his coat were strapped throwing knives and a short hatchet. He toyed with Livretti's Dice in one huge hand.   Deena noticed that even his claws had been scrubbed and scraped clean. She snorted and turned from him. 
 
    "I hope you aren't trying to present yourself to the world of men as a gentleman, Captain Blackweather? You won't be fooling me. I know your true nature, I've seen you kill." 
 
    Blackweather gave a small chuckle and showed his fangs. 
 
    "Goodness no, girl. I just like to cut a fine figure in Dashai's gambling dens and brothels. I have a reputation as more than a murderer, my dear. I'm known in the dice halls for my rakish charm and lucky streak." 
 
    Deena looked out at the harbour teeming with life and the tears rose but did not show the captain her face. 
 
    "Well, I hope every penny you make from me brings you a life-defining losing streak." 
 
    A low rumble of laughter erupted from Blackweather. 
 
    "It might well, girl. But I look just as good when I'm losing." 
 
    Deena cast him a waspish glance. 
 
    "Why have you come down here, to gloat?" 
 
    Blackweather cradled his dice and shook his horned head. 
 
    "No, Deena. I've come to tell you that it's time. Our journey together is almost at an end. The auction hall of the Midnight Fair is expecting us, and we need to get you presentable." 
 
    Deena gave a short laugh to disguise her fear. 
 
    "The Midnight Fair? That doesn't exist, Captain, you've caught sunstroke or something. Are to sell me to a faerie court?" 
 
    Blackweather raised a brow and his feral eye glimmered in curiosity. 
 
    "Where do you think a pirate who is the southern sea's foremost provider of forbidden magical artefacts sells his wares? In the market in the main square? Of course the Midnight Fair exists, it has outlets in most major cities from Old Vassonia to Lament. It's where all the real aesthetes and devotees of rare and precious magic go, those with more refined tastes. So we need to get you looking like a top quality product." 
 
    Deena smeared her face with oil from the timbers, leaving a greasy stain on her cheek. 
 
    "Well here's a couple less silver coins for the gambling table for you." 
 
    Blackweather stared at her a long moment with a curious expression on his face that Deena could not decipher. For a moment she thought it looked like admiration. Then he stood and turned, gesturing to his crewmen as he passed and strode up on deck. 
 
    She need not have worried about her appearance. In moments three brawny crewmen arrived to drag her kicking from her cage. They set down a basin of cold water, some soap and a thick hand brush. Two held her down whilst the other scrubbed her skin as if he were sanding down a deck. By the time he was finished her pale skin was bright pink and raw, with droplets of blood on her arms and legs. At first Deena struggled and spat, but soon she just closed her eyes and tried to distance herself from the pain. Next they brought out a bone comb and began to comb the knots from her greasy red hair. Deena winced as they tugged hard, pulling out clumps of hair in the tricky areas. She fought back tears of humiliation and pain as they dropped her on the deck. She curled up in a ball and waited for the inevitable beating. But they threw a plain white cotton gown on her. 
 
    Sandman leaned down low and spoke to her. 
 
    "I'm sorry, lass, I am, but you can't cheat the bank .We trade in magic and it's the blackest of markets. We have sent word to several of the prominent buyers on the coast, and they are not the sort of people that you mess with, you understand? Don’t give them cause to hurt you." 
 
    Deena slanted her blue eyes up at sandman. 
 
    "You think I'm going to make myself more attractive to those pigs, Sea-Dog? I'll take whatever value I can from them, even if it's from my own blood." 
 
    Sandman looked own at her and once again his harsh wrinkled demeanour softened for a moment. Deena saw the man as a true product of a hard life at sea, and wondered if he could have been a kinder man in another life. 
 
    "Life is such a war for you, isn't it little one? Don't you ever get tired of the fight?" 
 
    Deena's blue eyes flashed up at him.  
 
    "Yes, it is a war. And I'll fight it by whatever means necessary. The world is filled with leering predators that feed of body, soul and heart. Some are monsters on the outside, some on the inside, and some are both, like your demon captain." 
 
    Sandman gestured for the crewmen to lighten their grip a little and Deena breathed easier again. She glanced across at the white robe they had given her and wondered if she could strangle either of the men holding her down. She doubted that she had the strength, but she relished the image. Sandman sighed and spoke to her as if she were his own daughter. 
 
    "But you are just a young girl, and a small one at that. You should not try to confront the violence and cruelty of the world head on. That is not the way that girls have survived. You must be demure, and quiet, know your place in the scheme of things and use subtlety and guile to carve out a small niche of peace for yourself. That is a woman's way." 
 
    Deena fixed his gaze, her hair falling down over her forehead, and she tried to sit up. 
 
    "It wouldn't be my way! If I had strength, you stinking old bastard, I would cleave through every monstrous heart in this world with such rage that those hearts would burst into flame as I passed." 
 
    Sandman stared at her for a long moment, his eyes softening and filling with something akin to regret. 
 
    "You, my lass, would have made a fine corsair. I know I'd be happy to have you on any crew. But you're cursed with magic, girl, and that makes you way more valuable in the marketplace. We've scouted ahead, and the rumours coming back are that this rare blessing of yours, it's valuable. There are those out there on all sides who wish to possess it, or destroy it. You are such a little thing, but worth a lot. " 
 
    Deena could struggle no more and let her body go limp in the arms of her captors. She took a deep breath to calm her heart and spoke to Sandman in an even tone. 
 
    "I'm not worth what you will pay, in the end." 
 
    Sandman continued to look at her, and then he nodded and got to his feet. Leaving Deena to be thrown back into her cage whilst the landing party was arranged. 
 
    Within an hour there was a caravan of camels laden with the artefacts from the hold of the Apocalypse. Being led through the streets of Dashai by an armed guard of Blackweather's crewmen. Cyrus Blackweather was at the front, walking tall and proud, as no beast was big enough to carry him. He looked around him at the teeming city, seeming to enjoy the attention of the public that stared at him. 
 
    Dashai was an ancient trading post at the crossroads of east and west. It had always been a crucible of cultures mixing together amongst the scent of spice. Almost no one stood out here, no matter how strange or foreign, yet still the Karkaren drew attention. Deena was not sure whether his reputation on the coasts around the southern sea preceded him. Or because the sight of a living Karkaren was rare even here. 
 
    Deena was trussed up on a malodorous beast. Along with two heavy saddlebags of grimoires the crew hoped would be sold as a single collection. She felt more like a chattel than ever, polished and gift wrapped for sale. 
 
    As they left the harbour, Deena noticed a small whitewashed temple to Angall nestled under a wall. It was a small unobtrusive square building, looking like little more than a grain store. But Deena was drawn to the golden phoenix emblazoned above the door. And the eternal flame that burned between the short pillars in the porch. The worship of Angall was not predominant along the southern coast. But there was always a small priory to be found in the backstreets of most cities. 
 
    She felt an overwhelming wave of peace and as he light of hope burned in its urn. A flame such as she had attended in her own temple every morning as a child. 
 
    She closed her eyes and gave out one final plea to Angall, that her destiny might be more than the stars foretold. She gritted her teeth and opened her eyes, watching the eternal flame disappear around the corner. 
 
    The Light has not gone out yet, not while a single ember still burns. Even if that ember is rage. 
 
    It was often said that if you can't buy it in Dashai, then it isn't for sale. Three hundred years ago it was a protectorate of Vassonia. And the influence was still there in the architecture. With several streets built in the Old Vassonian style. Robust square buildings with crenelated towers and rows of small glass windows. 
 
    Dashai's own cultural flavour was of grand domes covered with beaten gold,. Rows of horseshoe arches, complex and beautiful mosaic floors. And the cooling white plaster walls that reflected the sun. It was place of vast sprawling courtyards and walled gardens. Abundant with lime orchards and rose gardens. 
 
    The thing Dashai was most famous for was its black market. Though not everyone knew of its even blacker market for magical artefacts. It was tolerated by neighbouring Vassonia, because of the level of lucrative trade that came in through Dashai's crescent harbour.  
 
    As such, the Midnight Fair had always had a strong presence in the city. Auctions took place within a crumbling and disused old amphitheatre known as Tashar's Circus. It was subterranean, with only the blue domed roof showing above ground like a perfect hill in the middle of a tiled courtyard. The round sandy floor below offered a good space for traders to sell their forbidden wares. While concealing the use of magic from the upper world. 
 
    It was to Tashar's Circus that Deena arrived, just as dusk was in the air. The sky over the harbour was a deep burnt orange, and reflected its light on the white plaster walls of the buildings nestled by the sea. The transition from daytime city to night-time created an excitement in Dashai. Because when the stars came out, the decadence began. 
 
    Two hulking guards waited at the wide doorway that sloped down to the sandy arena below. They sat upon massive beasts of burden, muscular and horned but with docile faces and sad eyes. The beasts snorted steam and shook their shaggy heads. The guards sat upon them wore robes of deep blue and green and carried curved spears. Their dark eyes flashed as the caravan approached, the spears tipping towards them. The dome was at the end of a long boulevard lined with palm trees,. Ad they waited for the figures to come into clearer view from the shade of the overhanging leaves. When they recognized the unmistakable shape of Cyrus Blackweather striding towards them, they gave him a small nod and ushered him through. Blackweather dipped his horned head in return. He conspiratorially addressed one guard as he passed in his gruff whisper. 
 
    "Is it a busy one? A good turnout?" 
 
    The guard blew out a breath through pursed lips, his black moustache curling down past his chin. 
 
    "Rarely have I seen such a turnout. Factions from everywhere. A lot of old grudges and gang rivalries in there tonight. It's tense, it could flare up at any moment. There is even a contingent from the Royal House of Vassonia. One of his Witchfinders, no less. You can imagine the atmosphere that's causing." 
 
    This caused Blackweather to straighten up, glaring at the guard. 
 
    "Witchfinder? We let the puritans in now that would shut us down and kill us all if they could? That doesn't seem like good business." 
 
    The spearman shrugged and sucked his teeth. 
 
    "They have come in peace, with chests of coin. It is as good a coin as any other. And they as much as any have a professional interest in thaumaturgy." 
 
    Blackweather frowned and Deena could see that he was in conflict. Weighting up his avarice with his clear disgust of proximity to Witchfinders. 
 
    "Yes, to stamp any remanence of it out in the world. To make the Old Races breathe no more. And where would your pretty market be then, Dashaiman?" 
 
    The Dashai twirled his moustache in the traditional gesture of nothing I can do about it sir. 
 
    "We have no quarrel with Vassonians. Besides, it's your wares he's here for in particular, I heard." 
 
    Blackweather cocked his horned head and his greed won the fight. 
 
    "Really? Pray tell." 
 
    The Dashai pointed his curved spear at the camel Deena was trussed upon. She glared back at him with venom. 
 
    "Your little slave girl there. I think he's willing to empty his coffers just to leave with her." 
 
    Deena spat on the sand and jutted her pointy little chin. 
 
    "I am not a slave girl, you sack of dung! Untie me and I'll choke you with that stupid moustache." 
 
    The spearman and Blackweather both stopped and turned to look at her like parents about to chastise a child. 
 
    "I hope her selling point isn't her charm, Captain Blackweather? Or her perfume. Is that you, or the camel, girl?" 
 
    Deena struggled in fury against her bonds. She hissed across at the guard. 
 
    "You won't smell so good after you've been buried under the earth for a few weeks with my dagger in you!" 
 
    Blackweather turned away from Deena and shrugged at the guard. 
 
    "She doesn't have a dagger, why would I give someone like that a stabbing implement. I've had to listen to this sort of talk for weeks. Curses that would make sailors blush." 
 
    The guard peered past Blackweather and looked at Deena with disdain. She glared back at him, unblinking. Finally he turned back to Blackweather and lowered his spear, ushering them past. He spurred his massive shaggy mount and the beast shuffled aside. 
 
    "I think you are about to receive a good deal today, Captain. For whatever reason, the bids will be high for this one. You'll sail off at dawn a far richer man." 
 
    Blackweather swept his hand and gestured for his crew to bring the camels down into the sloping tunnel that led to the Midnight Fair. 
 
    Deena could feel the magic in the air as they descended. By the time they came out into the sand of the underground arena it was an almost tangible presence in the air. The place was crowded with people from all across the world. Jostling for position at various raised platforms and stalls. Crowding round bright demonstrations of sorcery. Or shining works of art blighted by ancient curses. The arena was lit with torches and the walls glowed with the fires of the underworld. 
 
    Deena looked at Blackweather as the wares were unpacked from the beasts. He caught her eye and he was also aware of it, the crackling feeling in the air. 
 
    "I can feel it in here, the magic. The potential, like when a thunderstorm is about to break. The hairs on my arms are standing up." 
 
    Blackweather lifted up his brawny forearm and even his coarse grey fur was spiking. He gave a grim smile. 
 
    "Aye. It's not often you see this much magic gathered in one place anymore. And this, Deena, is a poor reflection of how things used to be. A hundred year ago, deep in the Blue Forest where my people lived, there was such a concentration of natural magic that the trees themselves sang. The song of the wild, of the hunt, of life and death. It was beautiful." 
 
    The monster was caught in some reverie of his distant past. She often forgot how old he was, that he remembered a world long before she was born. She also forgot that Karkaren were sorcerous creatures. And that he possessed the Magus Gland just like she did. 
 
    "Can I ask you something Captain?" 
 
    Blackweather did turn to look at her as she spoke. He was scanning the crowds, looking for patterns, and for the areas of greatest profit. As he performed mental calculations, he absent mindedly answer her. 
 
    "Go on." 
 
    Deena cleared her throat. 
 
    "When the king came to steal your slowiron , when your forest was burned. Was the king himself there?" 
 
    Blackweather's mental arithmetic was thrown off for a moment. He looked down at the sand between his claws and sighed. 
 
    "No, the king had lived like a hermit for a few years by that point. The terrible sting had burned him, and he was mourning the loss of his wife and children. King Oligan liked treasure and power, he just didn't like to see how it was procured on his behalf." 
 
    Deena had spied a huddle of figures at the other side of the market. Crowding around a raised platform where sorry looking creatures were being dragged on and paraded. Fear stabbed as she saw the men's long blue-dyed leather coats and shining brass buttons. She had flashbacks to her captivity before Blackweather had killed everyone aboard the king's frigate. There in the middle of the royal soldiers was a thin man with a maniacal grin and feverish eyes. He was dressed head to toe in black silk and velvet, and must have been uncomfortable in the stifling heat of Dashai. His pale forehead glistened with sweat and he dabbed it with a stained handkerchief. Deena knew that this was the king's Witchfinder, and she was terrified of him at first glance. She quelled her beating heart and spoke to Blackweather. 
 
    "And who did come to your forest on his behalf?" 
 
    Blackweather shrugged as he helped Sandman unpack some of their saddlebags. 
 
    "Royal blackguard, hatchetmen, artificers with burning siege engines, bluecoats..." 
 
    The Karkaren stopped midway into picking up an ironbound chest. His face darkened and his eyes filled with a flash of hate. 
 
    "...and Witchfinders. With all their dark sorcery." 
 
    Deena pointed through the crowds to the small gathering of shifty Vassonians in the corner. The thin one stood at its centre as its  spider. 
 
    "Like that one?" 
 
    Blackweather followed her digit and scanned the arena. His eyes settling on the Witchfinder and his men. He squinted and craned his bull neck forward, and then his eyebrows rose in disbelief. 
 
    "No, not like that one. He was there. I'd never forget that pretty face. He's older than I am, that one. Who knows what dark sorcery is keeping him alive. Been close to the king since the beginning of his reign. Merrick Clay is his name, I recall. There was a time when I would have had words with this man." 
 
    Deena peered at the man again. He terrified her. Something about his eyes screamed madness and cruelty like no one she had ever witnessed. 
 
    "You know that he will win the bids, don't you?" 
 
    Blackweather was lost for moment in some distant memory, his dark lips curled back from the teeth. 
 
    "And what if he does?" 
 
    Deena looked to the sandy arena floor. She was not sure exactly what happened to those with the Magus Gland that disappeared. Because no one ever returned. But there were rumours. Horrible rumours she had heard aboard the Apocalypse of being fed to something.  
 
    "Then I will be executed, after they use up my magic for whatever dark purposes they have for it." 
 
    Blackweather's massive shoulders tensed. It was as if he were trying to curb his primal instincts, the hidden berserker that Deena had first witnessed. Then his muscles relaxed and he waved a dismissive hand. 
 
    "Then it's off to the king you go, I suppose, to be disposed of as he sees fit." 
 
    Deena fixed her eyes on the massive Karkaren by her side. Watching his chest rise and fall like the swell of an ocean, and as unstoppable. 
 
    "Like every other person born with the Magus Gland. Like you?" 
 
    Blackweather furrowed his brow and then took the magic dice from his coat pocket. He began to swirl them fluidly in his giant hand. He stared at the symbols as they changed and warped with each revolution. 
 
    "No, not like me, Scorchling. I'll survive for as long as luck exists. Lord Livretti has business with me. And my business with you is over." 
 
    He moved to stand, his face dark and gloomy. Deena leaned closer to him and spoke in a tense voice. She struggled a little against her bonds, but Sandman pulled her back. 
 
    "You've seen what’s coming, Cyrus. That thing aboard your ship was only the beginning.  A first outrider in the real war that's coming. About we'll need everyone with a Magus, every warped creature, every single spark of magic dregs that's left in the world to stand a chance against it." 
 
    Blackweather sighed and shook his head. 
 
    "Stop talking like there's a plan, girl. There's no plan. Just a million tiny coincidences. We're driftwood, you and I." 
 
    Deena pulled against Sandman, who jerked her back with a grunt. She caught her breathe and continued her entreaty. 
 
    "If there's a war coming like you describe, then we need people like you, people with real strength, who know how to fight, and who have magic in their blood to stand against the Sorrow." 
 
    Blackweather stood and waved a hand at her. 
 
    "I want no part in your zealous crusade, Scorchling. You char whatever you're pointed at." 
 
    Deena leaned in, her voice small and choked. 
 
    "Then point me in the right direction, Cyrus." 
 
    She glanced askance at the Witchfinder and his men. She noticed that the man Blackweather had called Merrick Clay was staring at her through the crowds. Hs eyes alight with malice. She could not meet his gaze and looked back to the Karkaren. 
 
    "So the right things get burned." 
 
    Blackweather looked over at the Vassonians, his bestial eyes narrow and calculating. When he looked back to Deena he snorted. 
 
    "What can you ever do little one? Look at you." 
 
    Deena tried to straighten up against her ropes, to look larger than she was. 
 
    "I am born to become soldier of the light, Lord Angall has given me a duty, a responsibility. Do not doubt it, beast." 
 
    Blackweather raised a mocking brow. 
 
    "I notice you've stopped calling it a blessing." 
 
    Deena's voice was desperate as she issued one final plea. 
 
    "Get me to Ironghast Monastery, Captain. Far in the north from here, across the Bleaks. I cannot survive that journey alone. Get me there, and we can be part of something greater, and mount a secret army against what is coming." 
 
    Blackweather looked into her eyes and Deena saw over a century of violence and war in them. A strength that was unfocused and raw. His jaw tightened and he nodded at her. Finally he spoke, a low rumble that shook her bones. 
 
    "You're no saleswoman, Scorchling. So you are asking me to give up a life of freedom, riches, banquets, gambling and whoring, serving no master but my Lord of Chance, and instead pursuing a chaste life of lonely crusade, a futile war against a tyrant king, and to seek out and fight an ancient evil of such terrible power that most people won't even speak of it? In return I will get what? Satisfaction for a job well done?" 
 
    Deena was disarmed at this. She stuttered and faltered a little, trying to think of a good reply. 
 
    "Well. What you will get Captain Blackweather, is a chance to redeem your soul, and a chance to stop running. It sounds to me like Karkaren were once noble beings. Also Lord Angall would shine blessing upon you." 
 
    "Hmmm. The money I make from you will be sufficient blessing. Treasure enough for me to remember you by. " 
 
    Blackweather stood and turned to leave. Deena looked up at him with fury and hatred. She spoke to him as he walked off, calm and clear. 
 
    "You are every bit the devil they describe you as in the stories. And one day your luck will run out, Cyrus Blackweather. I may be dead, but someone will be there to see it." 
 
    Blackweather turned one last time, offering her his devilish fangs in a grin. 
 
    "And I'll be too drunk and rich to care. Farewell Deena, and try to watch that tongue of yours. Your new owner might pluck it out. 
 
    Blackweather gave her a final smile and then turned and walked off into the crowd. Moving towards the waiting Sandman and the rest of his crew. He strode away from her, towards his loyal men. And huddled together in hushed conversation with them. 
 
    She watched him go and the last mote of hope floated away from her. She cursed herself. What did she expect from that horned demon? Nobility? She sighed and the tears stung her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    8 
 
      
 
    Alfred had followed Malkolm Bluheart's advice and ventured up to one of the locked libraries of Ironghast. Using the key provided to him by Bluheart, he had opened the creaking brass gate at the end of a long deserted passage and stepped inside. 
 
    It was a world of wonder to him. 
 
    All his life Alfred had dreamed of a place like this. Stacked high against every wall were books and scrolls from every age of the world. Written in hundreds of languages and covering myths, history, architecture, art, mathematics poetry, every imaginable subject. The ceiling was a high dome and the shelves reached almost to the top. At its apex was a stargazing window and Alfred could see a million points of light twinkling down upon the world. He felt as if each book he walked past was a star, a point of knowledge lighting up the darkness of the world. 
 
    Alfred wandered up and down the gloomy aisles, turning on his heels and spinning like a fool as he went. Laughing to himself as he let his fingers stroke the spines of the books. Lanterns hung in the library containing bottled grubs that glowed with their own inner light. Alfred leaned close to one and placed his fingers on the glass. The thumb-sized grub inside turned inside and glowed brighter at his proximity. 
 
    Wandering around the library, Alfred realized that despite it almost costing him his life to get here, and most of his journey being nothing short of terrifying, he never wanted to leave. 
 
    He felt at home and at peace in that moment, taking in the dry scent of old pages. He passed by an antechamber that contained a scriptorium. Open books lay on many unoccupied small desks, in the midst of being copied by the monks for posterity and distribution. Clearly the diligent monks were determined that ancient knowledge and books of magic were never lost to the world. Master Phillip had once told him that the king's Witchfinders had burned many books in the early days of the purge. Books considered a powerful threat to their version of the world. Alfred marvelled at the penmanship and the illuminations in some of the open books. 
 
    For a moment he saw a trace of his own future. As an old man who had spent decades here in this sorcerous lit library. Dedicated to the preservation of ancient beautiful books. What could be a better way to spend a life, Alfred wondered? Then sadness dawned in his heart. Because he could see that life ahead in such pristine beauty, and he knew that it was not the path he was destined to follow. 
 
    Master Phillip, Carleon, Ruven, Artio, his mother, father, brothers, Damon Astara, had all died because Alfred was born with a sorcerous blessing that was a terrible omen to King Oligan and the Sorrow that had infected the world.  A blessing he did not want or choose, that he could not purge himself of, or hide any longer. According to every wise person around him, Alfred's future was one of blood and war. He was to sacrifice his humanity so that others may find peace. He had come to a sort of uneasy peace with it.  Yes, he always thought he was the wrong man for the job. That some kind of cosmic mistake had been made. Choosing a frail and cowardly acolyte over the strong of this world. Now he realized it did not matter if he was the wrong man for the task. 
 
    He was the man whom Lord Angall had chosen, and he would do his duty to the Lord for the sake of all those born with the Magus Heart.   
 
    Alfred thought he heard a voice as he wandered up and down the aisles of the giant library.  A low whisper calling to him.   He stopped amongst the old tomes and listened.  
 
    Sorrowhammer. 
 
    Alfred spun around but no one was there.  Just dust and vellum and the low glow of the strange grubs in their lanterns.  He heard a voice again, just a rustle of pages.   
 
    Alfred felt the burning behind his breastbone and when he opened his mouth the soft little light of his blessing blew out and hovered in the air before him.  He watched it bob up and down, and then it moved down the aisle, illuminating the books as it went.  Before Alfred had a chance to think, it turned a corner and was gone.  He chased after it, following around the maze of shelves and books.  It was leading him somewhere, like it had a life of its own.  It spun around another corner and he lost it.  Alfred turned several corners but there was no trace of glowing ember.  He began to panic, afraid that he had lost his blessing and wondering how to explain that to the abbot.  Then he rounded a shelf and found it hovering at the end of a stone passageway with a door at its end.  Alfred followed it and thought he heard the whispering voice again.   
 
    His blessing dissipated and vanished. Then Alfred realized that there was still a light source shining on his cheek.  He turned and saw that there was a viewing grille in the heavy door.  He peered inside and saw something he recognized. 
 
    A small vaulted room like a shrine.  A marble pedestal surrounded by a sphere of golden light.  An open book sat on the pedestal.  Although it made little sense to him, Alfred knew, beyond any doubt, that it was the book that was calling to him.  It was the book that had drawn the blessing from inside him towards itself.   This was the same book Alfred had seen in his vision during supper.  What had Old Gumm said to him?  Like attracts like. As if all motes of holy light are part of a greater whole.  Alfred could feel a power emanating from the book, like something that was alive and filled with sorcery.  
 
    He wondered if this book was the cause of him first manifesting the blessing in Old Vassonia.  Had it even then been trying to reconnect with something it recognized?  Alfred’s eyes began to shine like golden coins as the sorcery intensified within him.  He peered through the grille and saw a small plaque on the pedestal, engraved with writing.  It was not Vassonian, nor any writing he recognized.  As he gazed on it his eyes started to blur.  Alfred rubbed them and blinked.  When he looked again, the writing was changing.  Or rather it felt like his mind was changing.   The writing was no longer a series of archaic lines and curves.  He understood it and could read it, like his mother tongue.   The plaque began to make sense.  
 
    The Prayerbook of Angall, Lord of Illumination.  
 
    Alfred stepped back, reeling.  He shook his head and ran back down the passageway and into the library.  He did not stop until he found himself in a quiet scriptorium, breathing hard.  The windows were open, and he leaned on the ledge and took in gulps of cold night air.  The stars shone bright above and Alfred stood there, his heart thumping as he looked up at the night sky.  He recalled Malkolm Bluheart telling him that a side effect of his particular blessing could sometimes be the ability to understand lost languages.  But Alfred never expected one of those languages to be Old Angallan, the language of the gods and their angels! If Alfred understood correctly, that book was not just written in Angallic script.  It had belonged to Angall himself.   And it had called to him.   
 
    Alfred peered up at the stars, breathing hard, fighting panic.  He whispered up to the twinkling lights.  He thought of all the nights he had lay in bed and spoken to his god, negotiating a life of luxury and riches with him.  
 
    “So you finally spoke back.”    
 
    A deep voice rumbled behind him. 
 
    "That book tell you anything interesting?” 
 
    Alfred turned to stand staring into the face of Brother Kobold.  His grizzled face and leather eyepatch.   Alfred offered him a nervous smile and tried to organize his tumultuous thoughts.  
 
    “Brother Kobold.  I was just getting some air.  For a bookworm, a library can be an exciting place.  Some very rare copies here.” 
 
    Kobold stepped into the scriptorium and peered around, checking if anyone else was present. An instinctive shiver of fear ran across Alfred’s skin.  
 
    “You can read it can’t you? The old Angallic script.” 
 
    Alfred noticed that his clerical garb was gone and in its place boiled leather over dyed wool, and a rusted chainmail vest. 
 
    Alfred took a step back.  
 
    "Brother. Your...your clothes…you are dressed for war." 
 
    Kobold tapped a finger on his chainmail.  
 
    “It really was an accident you know? Me finding my way here. I was on my way north. Heard rumours of a girl born with the Magus Heart, could control the very birds in the sky.  A Magus like that would have made a fine meal for the Green King.  But providence brought me here. With a broken leg and fever. I almost died. I’m no ossomancer like Merrick Clay, so I had to let it heal the old way.” 
 
    Alfred took another step back and shielded himself behind a table. His eyes flicked to the only exit.  Kobold saw it too and stepped in front.  
 
    “Didn’t know where I was at first. Like most people, I thought this place was a ruin. Abandoned for centuries.  I mean, who in their right mind would live next to the Torrent? Clever thing, to hide themselves in the Bleaks, with all this latent sorcery blowing about.  Oligan’s seers were blind here.” 
 
    Alfred scanned the room for any kind of weapon, but there were only books.  Kobold brushed back his cloak and a cruel black mace hung from his belt. A cold realization hit Alfred.  
 
    “You’re a Witchfinder.” 
 
    Kobold nodded.  There was madness in his one good eye.  
 
    “Can you imagine it, Alfred? These foolish monks spend all this time concealing themselves from us out here, only to bring a Witchfinder into their home willingly. The irony of it.  It’s kindness that killed them in the end. And they gathered all the remaining Magus Hearts into one place.” 
 
    Alfred raised his hands in supplication.  He kept glancing at the spiked mace.  
 
    “But you’ve seen these people, lived with them.  You say you were hurt they nursed you back to health. They saved you.  You can see that they are only seeking refuge here from those that would do them harm. Just trying to survive in a world that would kill them for being born different. Why, Kobold?  Why would you do them harm?” 
 
    Kobold shrugged and drew the mace. Alfred flinched.  He backed up until his heels hit the wall.  
 
    “Because the Green King only eats one thing.  And you selfishly keep it locked away inside you. Lesser beings who have no business with it. Sorcery is the preserve of the Sorrow. They are only taking back what it theirs.” 
 
    Alfred shook his head. He considered shouting for help but feared it would escalate his danger too quickly.  His mind was racing, trying to reason with the insanity he saw in Kobold’s uncovered eye.  
 
    “But the Witchfinders have the Magus Heart inside them too.  You’re like us, not them.  Once your Green King has killed and eaten every one of us, and there are no more morsels left, who do you think he will turn to?  When he starves? Do you think a creature like that will reward you for your years of loyalty?” 
 
    Kobold stepped closer, backing Alfred into a corner next to the open window.  
 
    “He won’t forget what we helped him do. He will share his glory with us.” 
 
    “He will tear you open and eat you alive.” 
 
    Kobold scratched his straggly red beard and gave Alfred a sympathetic smile.  
 
    “Not before you.” 
 
    Alfred gestured to the mace, his hands splayed.  
 
    “Wait, wait, Kobold this is madness.  What am I to you?” 
 
    Kobold weighed the mace in his hand and then balanced it across his shoulder. He was clearly enjoying Alfred’s fear.  
 
    “We had heard rumours that people were being born with Angall’s Whisper.  Hunting down anyone manifesting it was to become our top priority.  So when I saw you at supper, heard about your little light, I knew my misfortune had all been for a purpose. I will be honoured amongst my brothers when I return to Monolith.  When I bring them your Magus Heart, saturated with all that power.” 
 
    Without warning Kobold swung the mace down. It crashed into the table that shielded Alfred, scattering books and shattering lanterns.  Alfred pressed his back against the wall.  He knew that he could not beat this man in a fair fight, but he balled his fists and prepared to give it his best.  
 
    Kobold glanced down the passageway where the shrine stood behind its locked door.  
 
    “I hope that prayerbook of your god gave you some comforting final words to whisper while you die.  Before I go, I’ll find a way in there to burn it. And usher in an age of ashes.” 
 
    Alfred scanned around the library for an escape. The only way out was an arched window that led out into the void and a three hundred foot drop. Kobold followed his gaze and smiled as the breeze ruffled the pages of books left open on the desk beneath the window. 
 
    "I'll allow you that, boy. It'll save me the mess." 
 
    Alfred stared at the weapon and his guts turned to water. He remembered the terrible injuries inflicted upon his friends by the wendigo's hammers.   He was trapped. He could not beat Kobold one on one, so he had to make him think he was already defeated.  He saw something next to the window ledge that might give him a fighting chance. He stepped up onto the ledge.   He closed his eyes, breathed deep and felt the wind on his face. When he opened them, he looked out over the Bleaks far below, lit by the moon to a silver-grey. The spiked mace rattled behind him. Alfred's fear subsided as he gazed out across the plain below. A tiny orange glow flickered on the horizon. He wondered what foolhardy travellers were out in the Bleaks, huddled around their tiny campfire. Alfred remembered the words of his late master Phillip as he stood at window's edge.  
 
    Angall is the distant flicker of a campfire in the cold desert night. He is the candle in the darkest cave. He is the first ray of sunlight that awakens you after a sleep filled with nightmares. There is nowhere he is more seen than the darkness of the wild. 
 
    The deep voice of Kobold boomed behind Alfred and he turned his head.  
 
    "Gather yourself quickly, boy, it's unseemly for a man of faith to show doubt. Who knows, perhaps Angall will bear you up on wings of angels." 
 
    Alfred looked to the pottery oil lamp on the windowsill. It was unlit but filled high with whale oil, the hemp wick twisted and dry. Alfred took a deep breath and forced the fingernails of his hand to release their grip on the window frame. Kobold spoke behind him. 
 
    "That's it, good lad. Into Angall's arms you go." 
 
    Alfred stared at the wick of the lamp and took a deep breath. He focused his mind on gathering the last dregs of his faith. 
 
    He is the candle in the darkest cave. 
 
    Alfred let the warmth gather in his breast, and then released the tiny mote of Angall's Whisper from his mouth. The wind seemed to catch it and it blew across to the wick, lighting the oil lamp with a gentle whoosh. Alfred let go of the window and grabbed the oil lamp. He twisted his torso and threw it at Kobold with all he had. The pottery shattered against the big man's shoulder and his cloak went up in flames. Kobold reeled back in shock, crying out as the fire singed his beard. He slapped at the flames with his gauntlet, before ripping the cloak over his head and throwing it to the floor. 
 
    Alfred jumped down from the table and made a bolt past him for the door. Just as he got close the fist thudded into his stomach and he doubled over coughing on the floor. 
 
    Alfred fought for breath and managed to get on all fours before Kobold sent a boot into his guts. This time Alfred did not attempt to get up. He lay there fighting for air as Kobold stood above him, gripping his mace. He winced and tugged some of the singed hair from his beard, the blisters showing up on the skin beneath. He looked down at Alfred with a cruel grin. 
 
    "Alright then little rat. The spikes it is for you." 
 
    Alfred raised his hand to defend himself but Kobold kicked a boot into his chin. Alfred saw stars and rolled back into a bookcase.  He closed his eyes and braced himself. 
 
    Then he heard a familiar gruff voice from the door. 
 
    "Now, now, what in all the world is going on here?" 
 
    Alfred opened his eyes and a cleric stooped in the doorway. His robes were raggedy and patched, his hood was up and in his mouth the glowing bowl of a pipe. Rancid smoke billowed into the room.  
 
    It was Old Gumm.  
 
    He held a skin of wine in one hand and his lips were stained ruby. He looked as half-sozzled as always. He seemed confused by this scene unfolding in front of him in the library. Alfred could not find his breath so shook his head and gestured with his hand. 
 
    Get away you fool. Run! He'll kill you. Get help you cantankerous old idiot! 
 
    In a half breath Alfred managed to whisper the word. 
 
    "Run..." 
 
    Old Gumm peered at Alfred on the floor as if he were a fool. 
 
    "Alfred, what are you doing on the floor? Is that burning I smell? This is a library. You’ll send the whole place up." 
 
    Alfred tried to get up but did not have the strength. Kobold sneered at him then turned to Old Gumm, mace in hand. 
 
    "I've just been schooling the boy on the virtues of taking a leap of faith. But I'd appreciate your input, old man. Come in, come in." 
 
    Old Gumm shuffled into the library, peering between Kobold and the stricken acolyte. He noticed his pipe had gone out and then took a glug of wine. He wrapped his robes around him, crawling with lice and reeking of damp. 
 
    "Do you two know how late it is?" 
 
    Kobold nodded in mock friendliness. 
 
    "Indeed I do Gumm. It is the darkest hour. The witching time, when all spirits come out to play." 
 
    Gumm narrowed his eyes, a pale rheumy blue in the candlelight. Alfred wondered if he was half blind, or addled of mind. Gumm waved a shaky finger at Kobold. 
 
    "Brother Kobold, it's late and I'm a little confused. Have you been out riding tonight? You're dressed for the wild. It is unseemly to break protocol in front of a young acolyte. Are you in your cups Alfred, up you get." 
 
    Kobold stepped aside and swung the heavy oak door to the room shut. He turned the key with a hollow clunk. 
 
    "I'll be honest with you, brother. I don't think I'm the best role model for the lad." 
 
    Alfred had managed to prop himself up on one elbow. He gasped in shallow breaths and looked past Old Gumm to Kobold as he gripped his spiked mace tighter. Alfred tried to point but he fell back on the stone floor with a gasp. 
 
    "Witch...." 
 
    Old Gumm shuffled forward, straining his ears. 
 
    "Which what, son? You seem stricken." 
 
    A smiling Kobold stepped up behind the befuddled old man with the mace raised. Alfred fought for his voice. 
 
    "No...Gumm..." 
 
    The old man's arm sprung back and caught the wrist of Kobold just as the mace was swinging down towards him. A shocked Kobold jerked in the grip and then stared in disbelief at his own hand. Old Gumm never moved, he just peered down at Alfred with a look of understanding. 
 
    "Oh, you mean the Witchfinder?" 
 
    Alfred's swollen jaw dropped as the old man's eyes took on clarity and squinted over his shoulder. He stepped in a way Alfred had only ever seen dancers move. Turning and sweeping his arm so that Kobold flew over a nearby table and came crashing to the floor in a pile of books.  Old Gumm chewed his lip, working his stubbled jaw. He spat on the floor and then took a big glug of wine from the skin. 
 
    "I knew there was something off about you, Kobold, with your war stories.  Trying too hard. Been keeping an eye on you.  Never guessed Witchfinder through. I must have been drunker than I thought." 
 
    Kobold stood in outraged fury. He staggered a moment against a bookcase and then caught his bearings. He looked at Gumm with venom and leaned down to pick up his spiked mace. Gumm just stood there, swaying and grinning, his teeth purple from wine. 
 
    Alfred managed to get himself up on his elbows against the wall. He just stared at the old man in disbelief. Gumm was as drunk as man could be but he suddenly seemed like a different person.  His bulk now looked like muscle hidden beneath layers. His taciturn expression now the fearlessness of an old soldier.  Kobold gritted his teeth and shook his head. 
 
    "You old bastard, I never would have thought it." 
 
    The Witchfinder dropped into a lunge and threw the mace at the old man. Gumm drunkenly lurched to one side and the black steel spikes embedded themselves into the door with a thud. Gumm shuffled around to look at the vibrating mace and then turned to Kobold with a frown. He took a sip of wine. 
 
    "Do you think I spent a lifetime avoiding Manticores spines, to get caught by some nails driven into a piece of wood?" 
 
    Kobold's supreme confidence took a dip, but it was more confusion that Alfred could see in the Witchfinder's face.  Old Gumm drained the wineskin, holding it above his mouth for the final few drops, and then threw it aside. He fixed his bleary eyed gaze on Kobold. The Witchfinder's rage overcame him and he lurched across the table, studded gauntlets swinging wild.  
 
    Gumm dodged the flurry of blows, stepped aside and picked up his little hardwood pipe. He held it by the bowl and jabbed the stem of it under Kobold’s armpit. The Witchfinder grimaced and hunched over. Gumm jabbed the pipe into the nerves of his unprotected collarbone. Finally Gumm poked the pipe into his good eye. Causing a scream of pain and sent Kobold lurching backwards clutching his face. 
 
    The two old men stood facing each other, breathing hard. Kobold spoke through bloodied teeth. 
 
    "You think pain will stop me? I have breakfasted on pain since I was eight years old. The map of the lash covers my back. All your lives are forfeit. You think there aren’t ways to get a message out of this place? I have the Magus within me too, old man. The Blackguard will burn this place to the ground." 
 
    Old Gumm stared at him with bloodshot eyes. He studied the Witchfinder from beneath his bushy brows. Finally he caught his breath and spoke. 
 
    "The hospitality of Ironghast is no longer offered to you. You need to leave." 
 
    Kobold shook his head and looked at the ragged old man like he was insane. 
 
    "You are a mad old drunk, Gumm. Your lives are forfeit I said!" 
 
    Gumm looked at him and then stood to his full height. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    With a speed that astounded Alfred and caught Kobold off guard, Gumm strode forward and grabbed the man by the throat with one hand. Pushing him back with a force Alfred would never have believed possible. Before Kobold could register his predicament, the old cleric had launched him up and shoved him up on the window ledge. Kobold's eyes were wild as he looked over his shoulder at the drop below. His fingernails scraped at the stone. He rasped through his constricted throat. 
 
    "You can't...kill...what's coming..." 
 
    Gumm nodded. 
 
    "Not on my own." 
 
    Gumm pushed and Kobold the Witchfinder vanished screaming into the cold night. 
 
    Alfred sat up breathing hard. Old Gumm shuffled over to a stack of huge tomes and sat down. He seemed exhausted as he took out his tobacco pouch and filled his pipe. It was as if he had forgotten the young acolyte was there. When the pain began to ease in his guts, Alfred coughed and spoke up. 
 
    "Um...Brother Gumm...Sir? Are you hurt...?" 
 
    He looked up, his bloodshot eyes regarding Alfred as if for the first time. Alfred got to his feet and leaned against the wall for support. He looked at the overturned table and scattered books all around him. His gaze fell upon the open window. 
 
    "Gumm, you killed him." 
 
    Gumm glanced up from beneath bushy brows and nodded. 
 
    "I hope so, because I’m too old to go down hundreds of steps to finish him off." 
 
    Alfred walked over to Old Gumm, clutching his stomach. Then the obvious hit him. 
 
    "It's you. You're the Paladin. The Knight of the Blaze. You're the one who has been watching over me!" 
 
    Gumm glanced askance at Alfred and then stood, dusting himself off.  
 
    "Knight of the Blaze. I'm not sure of you could even describe it as an order anymore, considering I'm the only one left." 
 
    Alfred thought back to the armoured knight that had saved him.  
 
    "That night at the brecanstane. You killed all those wendigo, like they were nothing. It was you." 
 
    Gumm turned around with sigh. He had sobered up a little and didn't seem to be enjoying it. 
 
    “I'm just an old man, and just as drunk and tired as I look. It's the light of the Lord of Illumination that flows through me, grants me a little strength from time to time, to do his work. But whatever light the lord gave me is fading fast.  My job now is to get you and the others like you ready for where you are going.”  
 
    Alfred supported himself against a bookcase, still trying to catch his breath. 
 
    "You have been watching me, protecting me all along. Why not just reveal yourself?" 
 
    Gumm started to tidy up the books that had scattered and put them back in their proper place. He seemed again like the bent old man Alfred had seen wandering about the monastery, mumbling to himself. 
 
    "I had to watch you, see what you were made of." 
 
    Alfred righted a fallen chair and sat down. 
 
    "Kobold would have murdered me in a fight. You must be disappointed? I cannot do what I just watched you do.”  
 
    Gumm smiled. 
 
    “I threw a one-eyed Witchfinder out a window. Not exactly a battle to write songs about.” 
 
    Alfred looked across to the open window.  
 
    “You finished that whole skin of wine and he still couldn’t touch you.  I barely managed to swing at him.” 
 
    Gum grunted as he tidied. 
 
    "Angall will give you the strength of arm that you need. It’s your heart I needed to see the truth of.  You're the sort that would sacrifice his own life to protect a defenceless horse. Or would not abandon a dying old priest to the monsters that would eat him. I saw you pick up that blunted sword and fight the Wendigo to protect your master Phillip.  God can give your strength of arm, boy, but he can't give you strength in your heart of you don't have it. It's a strong heart that has mercy and compassion, a full heart that will stand up for what he cares about. You have that. Angall will take care of the rest." 
 
    Alfred stopped and studied the old man. 
 
    "Gumm..." 
 
    The old monk shook his head.  
 
    "It's Invar Ironbound. Squire of Ulric Godwine, Knight of the Blaze.  And I’d be as dead as the rest of my order if my master hadn’t sent me here as a boy. He only gave me one purpose in life. To protect rare and lost things, and help bring them here for refuge. So…welcome." 
 
    Alfred looked at the old man and tried to imagine the life he had lived here so far from the world. 
 
    "You’re a paladin. A real paladin. It’s incredible.” 
 
    “Yes. Another thing almost extinct.” 
 
    Alfred was afraid to voice what he had seen earlier, but if there was anyone he could ask it was a paladin.  
 
    “There’s a book.  In a locked room down that passage.  It is protected by a cloak of light. Can you read it?” 
 
    Invar looked up and narrowed his bloodshot eyes.  
 
    “No. Can you?” 
 
    Alfred swallowed and glanced back towards the passage.  
 
    “Perhaps. And if I can?” 
 
    Invar blew out a big sigh.  
 
    “Then I don’t much like the look of your future, Alfred.  The legend goes that what is contained in that book can defeat the Green King, and things like him. Don’t think there’s been anyone living for hundreds of years that could decipher it.  I see why Kobold was so keen to kill you.” 
 
    Invar stood, his knees cracking, and he stretched out his back. He grimaced at the pain and then stood tall by the open window. Alfred thought he caught a glimpse of the man he might have been in his prime. Invar placed a gnarled hand on Alfred's shoulder. 
 
    "Others like you will be arriving soon. If I can help keep you all stay in one piece through this, I will, with my last few heartbeats, such as they are." 
 
    Warmth radiated through Alfred from the contact, and could sense strength within the old man.  
 
    "Thank you Invar. I will do my best to temper a vain, shallow soul into something that glitters better. I will strive to be worthy of your protection." 
 
    Invar walked over to the window and took in a deep breath of night air. The stars were bright above the dust cloud that permeated the Bleaks. 
 
    “Alfred, there are things far more unworthy and monstrous than you that it's been by duty to safeguard, much as it grates on me to do so." 
 
    Alfred thought back to his arrival in Ironghast.  
 
    "When I first woke up in the infirmary, you were by my bedside watching over me. There were two young monks brought in, torn and in pain. They were ranting, talking of the beast in these walls. I was so afraid in that moment I was ready to run back out into the Bleaks. Do you know what they were referring to?" 
 
    Invar waved a big hand. 
 
    "Yes, I'm afraid I do. But it's not something you should concern yourself with. Not yet." 
 
    Alfred stood and walked across to the arched window, letting the cold breeze wash over his bloodied face. 
 
    "I think the time of secrets is passed, Invar." 
 
    Invar Ironbound turned and approached Alfred. His face was set hard. 
 
    "Come then, Alfred of Durn. Let me show you what sort of things lie beneath us in the dark." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    9 
 
      
 
    Oligan stood at the iron doors that opened on the balcony but he could not step outside. 
 
    The moonlight spilled down on the marble veranda and he felt too exposed beneath the gods to reveal himself. 
 
    The mask he wore weighed heavier than ever, a cold tomb enclosing his face. He pulled his breath in short ragged bursts and he feared that he might suffocate. He looked out over the city, and it was silent. The curfew was in effect and the only living things were bats flitting about the domes and towers. The sea in the bay was almost black apart from a long silver streak of moonlight on the water. As he struggled for breath, the familiar panic rose within Oligan clawed at the leather straps of his mask. 
 
    His good hand managed to undo the first buckle but the burned fingers of his other hand fumbled and cramped like useless claws. He cursed within the mask and the muffled echo danced around the high temple. With a roar he unclasped the bindings and in a rage he threw the elaborate metal face to the floor. 
 
    Oligan threw his head back and took a desperate gulp of night air. He leaned against the doors that led outside and allowed his body to sag.  If a crown bore heavy as his father had once told him, try wearing this cursed thing, Oligan thought. 
 
    The cool breeze cooled the inflamed scars on his face, the light penetrating the milky shadows of his blind eye. 
 
    Oligan had been blessed with long life. Through small monthly doses of the essence within the reliquary. It was just enough to stave off the poison that still burned within his veins. Decades of half-life where he could watch his family stare out of their glass coffins with unseeing eyes. 
 
    There was no cure to the Manticore venom in his blood. It was the most virulent poison in the world. When Oligan had been stung, he should have died within moments. He remembered little of the days thereafter, only a blinding pain he had never imagined could exist. There was no respite from it, every nerve in his body and brain was dissolving and yet never died to numbness. He thought that it would drive him insane and soon lost track of all space and time. Oligan was floating in a crimson sea of acid, thrashing and gurgling as he swallowed. Into this ocean of agony rowed a thin figure in a boat who offered his hand. Oligan did not hesitate to take it. 
 
    When the king came back from his delirium, he was in the high temple where he now stood. Merrick Clay had been standing above his sick bed. Along with a handful of black clad disciples of the silent brotherhood of vicissitude.  The priest Merrick Clay had given him a concoction to drink that turned Oligan's stomach. It was like the juice from rotten meat. Yet over the weeks, it brought him back from the brink, healing his body and mind.  
 
    Clay had explained to the king that even the magical matter of the Sorrow could not cure the poison. He convinced the king that something so virulent could not be permitted to exist within the world. And persuaded him that the total annihilation of the Manticores was the only solution to keep mankind safe. 
 
    Once the proud ancient beasts were dealt with, Clay whispered the names of many other Old Races to the king. Some Oligan never even knew still existed. They hid in mountain retreats. Deep within forests and in subterranean cave systems, or even beneath the waves. 
 
    Clay planted the seed of fear in Oligan. That if the venom of a Manticore could hold such power to kill a king or a god, what other secret powers might the Old Races harbour? Might they one day realise their combined potency and rise up against him?  To create a kingdom of beasts and abominations? 
 
    When his family fell to the mysterious plague, Merrick and his advisors convinced the king that the only possible explanation was some hidden sorcery. It was a magical attack, a conjured pestilence and only one of the Old Races or a human warlock could be to blame. If only Oligan had acted sooner and driven these beasts out, perhaps they would have been saved. 
 
    More guilt, more self-loathing, and yet even more lust for power. And still the strong instinct to survive at all costs. Oligan was a survivor, and so must his family be. Oligan fell into deeper and deeper paranoia and fear. Seeing enemies around every corner. 
 
    By the time it came to execute the orders, King Oligan was convinced that it was all his idea. The ancient races that were born with some variation of the Magus Heart presented a clear and present threat to the monarchy. And to all mankind. 
 
     Oligan leaned on the doors to the balcony and they ground shut. 
 
    Once again he was in the stifling humidity and gloom of the High Temple. The braziers burned and the motes of ash drifted in the surrounding darkness like dead snow. Oligan was as lonely as a being could ever be. 
 
    He conversed with almost no one apart from Merrick Clay. And Clay had sailed south to the port of Dashai with a contingent of his toughest hatchetmen. He had heard rumour of a young girl. One with the rare and strange blessing from the god Angall, that Merrick seemed to fear so much. 
 
    Angall's Whisper. 
 
    The king had no doubt that his chief Witchfinder would hunt down his quarry and bring the poor girl back to the tower.  There, deep beneath the throne room she would endure his torments as he experimented on her. Trying to decipher the riddle of her magic. Then when the time came she would have her magic ripped out and fed to the Green King. Merrick believed that a blessing as rare as Angall's Whisper would awaken the god. 
 
    The loneliness pained Oligan as he wandered in the vast hall of the high temple. The terrible longing and emptiness exhausted him. On a whim he decided that he would visit his family.  He found his tired, slippered feet taking him winding through the gloomy pillars to the dark alcove where the doors sat. 
 
    He lit a torch from a brazier as he passed and set it into the wall outside the alcove. Oligan stood there and his heart sank. He knew that Merrick Clay would never leave the tower with the doors to the inner sanctum still open.  Oligan never went in alone. He always needed his Witchfinder's magic in order to pry open the thaumaturgically sealed doors. 
 
    A rush of rage filled Oligan. He was a king who had to ask permission from his servant to access the room where his own family slept. 
 
    Oligan slammed a fist against the cold slabs of stone, but the doors did not budge an inch. How much power had he relinquished over the years to this dark insidious brotherhood that had wormed its way into his life and court? 
 
    Oligan drew back his fist, tears in his eyes, and prepared to hammer upon the stone doors again. Knowing that his flesh was no match for the magic that sealed them. 
 
    He groaned in his misery and then his eyes opened in surprise as his fist hit nothing but humid air. The king opened his eyes and stood there for a moment in confusion. 
 
    He had not heard the old stone doors grate, but there he was in the doorway with them open wide. A fine mist of steam drifted out the doorway and washed over him. Carrying with it the stench of the Sorrow. The inner sanctum within was thick with steam, its deep green heart glowing ahead in the gloom. Oligan looked behind him into the high temple, as if waiting to be stopped. 
 
    He was alone. 
 
    I'm not alone , he thought, I am the King, and I go where I please in my own palace. 
 
    Oligan stepped inside and breathed in the humid air as the steam began to clear. The low vibration hummed from the reliquary emanating through his flesh in waves like the snoring of a monstrous beast. 
 
    Oligan spoke out loud like a fool, stuttering over his words. 
 
    "I have come to see my family. And to thank you for your continued care of them." 
 
    The vast glass egg did not respond. The green meat-flecked fog rolled within. The slowiron lattice surrounding it reverberated with a low hum of power. 
 
    Oligan swallowed and stepped around the reliquary, bowing as he moved. He came to the curtained alcove where his family slept, and turned to it. 
 
    He swept back the curtain. And stared. 
 
    The broken glass capsules stared back at him like cracked eggs. The viscous green amniotic fluid that had filled them spilled out over the floor in a bubbling slime. Oligan tried to speak but no words came. He reached out and touched a corner of the ragged glass, running his finger down it in confusion. He drew his hand back as the glass cut into his fingertips. Like a fool he stood staring at the dripping blood, shaking his head. 
 
    From behind him a voice, familiar yet not. 
 
    “Oligan, my Prince.” 
 
    The king spun around and stood looking at his family in amazement. Cassandra and his two daughters were standing dripping on the flagstones. They were naked and shivering but their faces did not acknowledge the cold. His wife reached a hand out to him and smiled. 
 
    Her skin was a dappled grey colour, with fine blue thread veins webbed across every inch. Her once blond hair hung a lank dust colour over her cheeks, and her once proud breasts sagged like empty purses. 
 
    Standing next to her, his little girls stood still with their arms at their sides. Their skin was the same blotched unnatural colour as their mother's and they offered him blank, benign smiles. 
 
    Oligan reached out a shaking hand and then drew it back, afraid of being wrong. 
 
    "Are you...are you real? Are you an illusion?" 
 
    Cassandra took a step forward, her bare feet slapping wetly against the stone floor. Oligan stared into her eyes for some flicker of familiarity. But instead of his three girl's twinkling blue eyes, there were only pools of inky black. Cassandra gave him a little nod. She blinked once and the nictitating membrane of some new inner eyelid shut from the side.  Yet the smile she offered was as he remembered, wry and raised at one side, both cheeky and loving at the same time. 
 
    "I am as real as you are, my husband. We are awake for you, to take away your loneliness." 
 
    The king's eldest daughter Elena gave him a little wave and giggle. Her black fish eyes betraying none of the emotion in her expression. 
 
    "We didn't like seeing you cry, father, we wanted to see you and we are sorry for never answering when you spoke to us. We wanted to play with you and sit on your knee. We wanted you to be our father again." 
 
    Oligan looked to his wife and daughters, steam rising from their mottled skin carrying the stench of drowned bodies left to float. He became aware that he was maskless and a wave of shame washed over him. He tried to hide his ruined face with one hand and turn his head from them. 
 
    "You...still recognise me? You are not afraid of me? Repulsed?" 
 
    Cassandra took a jerky step forward and reached out her fingers. The fingertips brushed Oligan's scarred face, from cheekbone to chin. Their clammy softness smelled of swamp. The touch sent crackling energy through his entire body and his good eye shed a tear. The fingertips brushed his ruined skin. Cassandra moved her hand across and brushed the tear from his cheek. She held her had up before her eyes and the tiny droplet glistened upon her fingertip. Then she placed it on her lips and kissed it into her mouth. 
 
    "Oligan, you are beautiful to us. You are more handsome now in your ruin than the arrogant boy who tried to woo me, with his rouge and powder on his unblemished face. Your suffering and downfall is beautiful. Where we have been, these years away from you, husband, has a very different idea of beauty. A sweeter notion." 
 
    The tears welled again, and he thought that his legs might give. His mind was only accepting the possibility that any of this was happening. 
 
    "But where have you been, Cassandra? I have watched you and the girls in your tombs for years, and you have never moved a muscle." 
 
    Cassandra let her head sink back and smiled. Her glossy, almost-black lips parting like slugs. 
 
    "We have been in paradise, Oligan. We have seen such wonders and sights; we do not have the words to describe. The beauty of decay, the intimacy of sharing suffering, whole choirs of anguish. We have seen the world as it will be, when the Green King spills through and washes over this world like a deluge." 
 
    His daughter spoke in a small voice. 
 
    "We cannot wait to show you father. To show you everything." 
 
    Oligan looked at his family. He thought of all the long, lonely nights he had sat before them in their transparent tomb. As he told them of the world changing around them and how he would wait on them forever. Now, after all these years, they were here. They were changed yes, but who would not be changed after such a long sleep? They had over many years received nourishment from the reliquary. Day after day of it saturating into their mortal bodies. Oligan received but a droplet a month in a ritual, and even his form had altered over the years.  He had to expect some changes, he told himself. But families change together.  The tears flowed and he sank to his knees, wrapping his arms around his three girls and drawing them in close. 
 
    Their mucous covered bodies stained his white robes and the stench of them assaulted his nostrils. But Oligan did not care. He relished their solidity, the clammy warmth of their skin and the steady beating of their hearts. They were real, corporeal, alive and here in his arms. 
 
    "Oh my girls! My beautiful lost girls! I knew that there was no extinguishing our blood from this world. We have so much to catch up with." 
 
    He looked up into the black soulless eyes of his wife and daughters. 
 
    "The world is changing Cassandra, all around us, and many will die or be sacrificed. But we endure, don't we? Our family endures, and we will watch the world change from our high tower here. We will let the sunlight spill in, no more darkness. We will rule as we have always ruled." 
 
    Cassandra put a glutinous hand on the back on Oligan's head and stroked his hair. He closed his eyes and nestled his forehead into her sagging grey breasts. He was lost in a reverie, his lop sided smile ugly on his ruined mouth. His wife comforted him as he wept. 
 
    "But husband, the real king has awoken, the Green King, and he has come to rule us all with such mercy and wisdom. We can rest now, my love, we can endure and give up the burden of rule." 
 
    Oligan opened his eyes against her skin. He looked up at her with an imploring gaze. 
 
    "Awoken?" 
 
    Cassandra smiled down at him and stroked his face. 
 
    "Yes, darling, he has risen from his dreams and brought us with him as his heralds. He has given me and the girls such wonderful tasks to perform. We will be busier than we have ever been. And so will you, Oligan. Your part is not finished yet, you have so much still to do." 
 
    Oligan heard a low rumble from the reliquary behind his family. He stood, feeling the pain in his knees, and stepped aside. His wife smiled at him and stepped back, allowing him to approach the thick glass of the vessel. 
 
    The vibrations from it had grown stronger, reverberating through his skin. 
 
    Oligan stared at the maelstrom swirling within, thick and deep green. Marred with strips and morsels of flesh and dirt from the many sacrifices of Magus Hearts offered over the decades. 
 
    He placed his forehead on the warm glass, droplets of moisture and condensation on his skin. 
 
    Thank you. Thank you for giving my family back to me, for rewarding my loyalty. Is our work not over now? Can we not rest and find comfort? 
 
    Oligan opened his eyes and peered into the swirling fog. Something moved within. With a shaking hand he reached up and wiped the condensation from the glass. He narrowed his eyes and peered deeper inside, his heart thumping. 
 
    Then he saw it. 
 
    It was vague at first, just a disruption in the movement of the vapours, a shape created by displacement of the fog. 
 
    Then it began to edge forward and Oligan's jaw dropped in fear and awe. 
 
    Something darted to and fro in the murk, an oval as big as Oligan's head. It came closer to the glass, regarding him with curiosity. Heavy lidded and flecked with gold and green, it blinked and then fixed his gaze. 
 
    It was a single eye, opened for the first time in a thousand years. Oligan fell to his knees, his hand sliding down the dewy glass. He looked up at the vast container he had spent so long constructing, an incubator for a dreaming god. 
 
    Oligan felt alone. There were no brothers of vicissitude in the sanctum, no close advisor like Merrick Clay. There was only his revenant family. Staring at him with black eyes. And a woken general of the Sorrow, peering out at him with one ancient eye. 
 
    King Oligan Rathratta let his head fall back and he wept. 
 
    I will rot in chains in the darkest chamber of the underworld, for committing such crimes out of love. I shall be punished for love for all time. 
 
    He looked around and the clammy, drowned hand of his queen came to rest upon his shoulder. 
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    Alfred followed Invar along the corridor.  Lanterns lined the walls in high brackets and Alfred noticed that fat insects were bobbing about within on whizzing wings, batting off the glass.  Their abdomens glowed bright orange from the sorcery within.  
 
    “Master Invar, are those cinderflies?” 
 
    Invar nodded. 
 
    “Yes, from the islands far to the south.  They only glow like that in the presence of magic. And there is no shortage of that this deep in the monastery.” 
 
    Alfred tapped a fingernail on the glass of one lantern as he passed.  The handful of insects within grew brighter and their wings hummed.  He frowned as he hurried after the long strides of Invar. 
 
    Invar stopped and turned, looking down at Alfred with a furrowed brow.  
 
    “You have only met a very few of the people sheltering here at Ironghast. Most like to keep to themselves.  However, some of the living things we have rescued and that reside here are too dangerous or too wild to be allowed to roam its halls. ” 
 
    Alfred felt his throat constrict a little.   
 
    “The monks that were brought to the infirmary, when I first arrived.” 
 
    Invar gave a low rumble in his throat.  
 
    “Hmm, yes. One thing in particular. A beast that is particularly troublesome and a thorn in my side. But I will show you that last.” 
 
    Alfred hesitantly followed Invar as the passage broadened out into a wide hexagonal chamber.  A stone shaft in the domed ceiling allowed light to cast down from high above.   Along its walls were thick doors etched with Old Vassonian script.  Invar glanced askance at Alfred as he stepped into the chamber.   
 
    “You can read the blessings etched into the stone doors?” 
 
    Alfred narrowed his eyes and cast his gaze across the chamber.   
 
    “Yes…they are prayers of binding in Old Vassonian.  Each one is different, according to what lies inside.  They are there to subdue the natural sorcery of the thing within? If I read it correctly.” 
 
    Invar stepped up to the closest door.  He slid back the heavy metal grate and gestured for Alfred to look within.   Alfred walked forward and stood on his tiptoes to peer inside.   The cell was dimly lit by a cinderfly lantern and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the gloom.  Then Alfred saw a pair of fierce yellow eyes staring out at him from the dark and he jumped back.   As he stared, something crept out of the gloom towards the door of the cell.   It was humanoid of a sort but the skin was bright red.  Several spiny crests bristled on its bald skull like a thorned crown.   The mouth was far wider than a man’s and was filled with serrated fangs.   It crawled forward on all fours in a disturbingly graceful manner and then jumped up on its bed and sat like a scarlet ape staring out at Alfred.  Alfred was mesmerised.  
 
    “What is it? I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Invar moved in behind Alfred and nodded at the creature.  As Alfred observed the being, it craned its neck forward and the yellow eyes flashed bright.   A forked red tongue snaked from its mouth. The spell on the door glowed in unison.  
 
    Alfred took a wary step back. 
 
    “What’s it doing?” 
 
    Invar tapped the metal grate with his gloved hand.  
 
    “It’s a basilisk. It’s trying to petrify you.” 
 
    Alfred felt a shiver up his spine.  The creature was staring at him so intensely and with a hungry gleam in its golden eyes.  
 
    “It’s succeeding.” 
 
    Invar growled.  
 
    “No I mean it really is trying to petrify you so it can eat you.  The way the Magus works with them, it’s how they hunt.  Their magic is manifest in their eyes. They project…something.  It seizes the muscles of other living things so they cannot move. As if administered a poison.  Then they eat you while you are incapacitated.  But conscious, and able to feel everything.  So I am told.” 
 
    Alfred slowly stepped back from the door and stared at Invar until he shut the grate.  
 
    “Thank you for telling me.  They’re not…local to here, are they?” 
 
    “No. They’re native to the far south eastern isles, called the Red Teeth.  Not sure how this one ended up in Vassonia. But we have a duty to protect all magical creatures, dangerous or not.  We do not like to keep anything caged, but we give them such comfort as we can. The only other option for such things is extinction and being fed to the Great Sorrow in Oligan’s tower.” 
 
    Alfred had no love for the creature inside the cell, it terrified him.  But he also felt sorry for it.  To be something so hunted simply for the sorcerous second heart that dwelled within it.  To be alone, without kin.  Alfred knew that feeling only too well.  And he suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of protectiveness towards the red skinned beast, and everything else in the world that had magic in its blood.    
 
    “Is this what we fight for, Invar? For the right to exist.” 
 
    Invar grunted.  
 
    “Aye lad, it is.  Our world is held together by deep old magic.  The Sorrow would consume every drop of it.  From the sea, the earth, and the heart of every creature.  Once it is gone, our world will crumble. Like dry soil. And it is to the doom of every living thing, whether it has sorcery in its blood or not.  You and others like you are to be its protectors.  If you survive the tasks ahead, that is.” 
 
    Alfred walked to the next cell and peered through the grate.    
 
    “That one in there will be familiar to you.” 
 
    Alfred looked into the cell and saw a lizard as big as a wolf. Its iridescent scales were all the colours of the rainbow. When it saw Alfred staring at it, the reptile swished its great tail. As if bellows had been squeezed into a furnace, every scale on the creature’s body glowed like molten rock.  Alfred could feel the heat wafting out at him and stinging his eyes.  The script on the door glowed golden as it tempered and subdued the sorcery from the lizard.   
 
    Alfred turned his head from the heat. 
 
    “It’s a salamander!”  
 
    Invar nodded with a smile.  
 
    “One of the sacred beasts of Lord Angall himself.  The fire lizards burn with his holy light in their blood though they do not know it.” 
 
    Alfred looked back at the giant lizard and shook his head.  
 
    “I have seen countless such beasts engraved into pillars and depicted in coloured windows.  But they come not within a hundred miles of capturing the beauty of that light.” 
 
    Invar slid the grate across.  His face was serious.  
 
    “Now let’s go deeper.  Down those stairs ahead is another creature I want to show you.  One that will fill you with as much dread as the salamander did wonder.” 
 
    Alfred rubbed his smarting eyes and looked across at a staircase that descended into the dark.   
 
    “If you say so, master Invar.” 
 
    Alfred stood at the top of the dark stairwell, looking down into the gloom. He could see no end to the winding steps, but he could smell a warm breeze rising up that carried the stench of death. He turned to Invar. 
 
    "What’s down there, Invar?" 
 
    The old man glared down the winding steps and frowned. 
 
    "Something rare, something dangerous. Something which has plagued my life for longer than I can remember. But something that unfortunately we might need. " 
 
    Alfred tried to calm his fluttering heart, but his instincts were telling him not to descend. Invar held up a torch and beckoned him forward. The shadows danced on the stone walls as they moved ever downwards. And the only sounds were the old man's heavy breathing and the crackling of the torch. Invar spoke over his shoulder in clipped tones as they descended. 
 
    "Do not stand too close to the bars, no less than a man's reach. Understood?" 
 
    Alfred nodded, keen to take in every safety precaution, but his head was swimming with fear. The old man continued as they moved deeper into the bowels of the rock chimney on which Ironghast stood. It felt like they were moving into older chambers hewn in another age. 
 
    "Do not address it, do not let it address you, and do not answer its questions. It will get inside your mind." 
 
    Alfred swallowed hard, and noticed that the reek of flesh and death was becoming stronger. 
 
    "My mind?" 
 
    Invar nodded. 
 
    "The monks you saw, their injuries were grave, but they got careless during feeding time. I have seen monks do much worse to themselves after talking with it. It had detected their every fear and driven them mad. More than one over the years has leapt from the highest tower." 
 
    Alfred stopped in his tracks. 
 
    "But Invar, you said you have spent long nights outside the cell conversing, for decades you said! Why has it not driven you mad?" 
 
    Invar glanced behind him and gave Alfred an intense glittering stare. And looked every inch a lunatic. Alfred's guts turned to water and he almost turned and ran back up the stairs. Invar gave him a dark smile and they continued. 
 
    "Not everything we keep here at the Monastery is kind and virtuous, and not everything a force for good. But every magical race has a right to defend its existence against that which would seek to eradicate it. And our quarry qualifies for that." 
 
    Alfred walked behind Invar and could not see his face, hooded as he was. But he could hear the grimace in his voice as he spoke. Alfred's voice sounded small in the stairwell. 
 
    "You seem to know this being intimately, Invar?" 
 
    "I do, and I am...conflicted." 
 
    "Conflicted?" 
 
    Invar huffed and shook his head beneath his cowl. 
 
    "Guilt at my part in its current predicament, disgust that such a monster yet lives, but aware that my fate is forever linked to it. We are almost there, shield your thoughts and do not look it in the eyes." 
 
    They reached the bottom of the stairs and stood in a short corridor before a heavy metal door. Invar took out a key from his robes and turned it in the lock. It echoed in the gloom. 
 
    "The door is a metal that is found close to the strongest seams of sorcery, called slowiron, do you know it?  They say the gods brought it to our world with them. It enhances and absorbs magic, its responds to runes when painted on its surface, and nothing I know of can bend or break it. We constructed this cell from it, as a precaution." 
 
    Alfred took a deep breath as the door grated open. The reek of blood hit him now and it took all his willpower to step inside. He felt Invar's hand on his back and before he knew it he was standing in a large chamber hewn from solid rock. There was a bench against one wall. A water bucket. Some scraps of rotting meat on the floor. And a couple of the subterranean grub lanterns hanging either side of the door. Which offered only a dim light to the far end. 
 
    Invar held up his torch and there was a second chamber in the opposite wall. Covered with thick bars in the same metal as the door they had walked through. 
 
    Alfred stood there shaking and sweating. He narrowed his eyes but could not penetrate beyond the bars. Behind him, Invar placed the flickering torch into a bracket on the wall. 
 
    Past the bars, Alfred could hear something large breathing, like a patient predator. 
 
    He stared into the darkness beyond. And with primal fear he was aware of a presence watching him in the dark, something still and deadly. 
 
    The breathing continued for a few moments and then a voice echoed out from between the bars. It was deep and sonorous, cultured but with a rasp of savagery. 
 
    "And here arrives the curse of companionship once more. Have you come to read me another of your tedious holy books, old man?" 
 
    Invar drew back the hood of his cloak and stood shoulders squared before the bars with his jaw set tight. Alfred cowered by his back, not daring to breathe. Invar shook his head. 
 
    "No more stories for you for a while. Not since you bled those poor boys that brought you food. It's basic rations for you now. Curse you for harming anyone." 
 
    A derisory laugh rolled through the bars. The voice was so deep Alfred could feel it rattle his bones, but it was not unpleasant. On the contrary, it was like a deep woodwind instrument, seductive and appealing. It almost entranced him. Then he remembered Invar's words and shook his head clear. The voice sang through the bars. 
 
    "Food? Food , it says. You dull aesthetics might be able to sustain yourselves on snails and moss. But I'm bred to enjoy something that can still squeal a little when it's cornered." 
 
    Invar chewed his moustache for a long moment and worked his jaw. He seemed to be having some kind of inner struggle. Finally his shoulders sagged and he turned from the bars. Taking out his hip flask and slugging back some brandy. 
 
    "I might be able to get you a goat leg, next time I'm out in the Bleaks. But it'll be butchered in the kitchen upstairs, you won't be toying with or torturing any living thing." 
 
    The singsong laughter came again. 
 
    "But old man, I've been toying with and torturing you for decades. Isn't it tragic, that you're so desperate for company and connection with another living soul that you spend most nights here outside my bars, reading to me like a nanny?" 
 
    Invar turned and raised his hipflask . Alfred stood stock still in the foul smelling cavern. Unable to take his eyes from the shadows through the bars. At times he thought he could detect movement. And then he thought it was just the light from the flickering torch. 
 
    "There's only one living soul here tonight, monster, I don't know what they call whatever lives in your heart." 
 
    A low snuffling in the gloom, something large tasting the air. 
 
    "No, you're lying, Ironbound. There are two! And who does this fluttering little heart belong to? Are you sure you haven't treated me to a surprise supper, you romantic old fool?" 
 
    Invar took a bitter swig and shook his head at the bars. 
 
    "It's not your supper, monster, it's your salvation." 
 
    A sudden exhalation of air from massive lungs. Alfred could feel the warm gust through the bars. 
 
    "Him? He's barely a meal and he's certainly not a champion." 
 
    A leathery sound and then some scuffling from within the cell. As something huge moved a little closer. The low voice sang again. 
 
    "He does reek of sorcery though, and he has the Magus within him. That'd be a succulent little delicacy. It's right above the liver, as good raw as it is cooked, and it glows like those little grub-lanterns. They would be a treat at my father's tables." 
 
    Invar rattled the bars with his metal hip flask. To regain the occupant's attention away from Alfred. 
 
    "Your father is long gone as are all your kind. You're the last one, but that can soon be rectified if you carry on this way." 
 
    A long sigh and then the voice moved farther away into the cell. In mocking tones of resignation he spoke. 
 
    "I love having you here as my keeper and moral guide, old man. You are looking old tonight, Invar. You have the stench of death about you...but not yours I think. You've killed tonight, haven't you? I bet that quickened the blood, reminded you of the old days?" 
 
    Invar drew back his robes and adjusted a sword in a leather scabbard on his thigh. 
 
    "My blood's still up, one more life tonight wouldn't make a difference, so keep goading me, monster." 
 
    "Oh but this life would, wouldn't it? Because the time for war is getting close now, and you know you might need me to handle a greater enemy. This must send you into a frenzy of self-flagellation every night to appease your conscience?" 
 
    Invar sagged and sat down on the bench, glugging from his flask. He sighed deep and seemed defeated and lost. 
 
    "My conscience broke under the weight of all I've done years ago." 
 
    Invar fell into silence and melancholy, his big shoulders rising in a sigh. Alfred just stood there, looking from the prison bars to the old man. He felt exposed and alone. But he supposed he had better start to become more assertive if he was to be a soldier in the war against the Sorrow. He turned to the bars and cleared his throat. 
 
    "My name is Alfred of Durn. Blessed of Angall's Whisper, and I seek my part in the coming war against the Sorrow. Invar tells me that you also wish to do yours, prisoner?" 
 
    Invar glanced up and in a quiet voice he said. 
 
    "Don't step too near the bars, Alfred. And don't bother talking with him, it's like bartering with a damned snake." 
 
    A movement in the cell again and the deep voice crept closer. 
 
    "Do I want to see good King Oligan's face run from his skull? Well, I wouldn't say no." 
 
    Alfred took a deep breath, trying not to gag at the reek of rotten meat. 
 
    "I do not know your crimes, sir, or why Invar judges you so. Perhaps it is deserved. But as I understand it, this monastery is full of the last example of many things. Each fighting for a foothold in this world and their right to exist. Yes, I have the magus within me, and since you're here I'm guessing that you do too. Which means that the king would hunt you, and the Sorrow devour you like it does everything of sorcerous blood. We are uh...recruiting...for an army that would stand against this menace. And I am sure if you joined us my Lord Invar Ironbound would offer you a pardon for your wrongdoings, and your freedom." 
 
    Invar coughed out his brandy and stood from the bench. 
 
    "Alfred, put your loose tongue back in your stupid skull. I told you not to engage with him." 
 
    The deep voice mocked from within the cell. 
 
    "Oh but we're building a rapport, old man." 
 
    Alfred heard movement again, saw the shadows shift in the darkness, but dismissed them. 
 
    Must be the shadows from the torch, too big to be a living thing. 
 
    The voice drew closer again. 
 
    "A full pardon, you say? You heard that old man, the little human forgives me for my existence?" 
 
    Alfred took a step back, stammering, almost falling over a chink in the floor. 
 
    "No, I didn't mean to, I mean to say that I wasn't-" 
 
    The voice came closer and Alfred stood transfixed as its owner stepped out of the gloom. Burning amber eyes lit the bars as they approached. Then a huge head shaped between lion and man but covered in iridescent scales. Glimmering like oil on water. It padded up on four paws tipped in talons longer than Alfred's knife. A fiery mane framed the massive skull, and between the thick red fur, long silvery spines bristled. It towered above him behind the bars and looked as elegant and graceful as it did terrifying. 
 
    It sat on its haunches just behind the bars and cocked its massive head, smiling at him. 
 
    "Alfred, is it?" 
 
    Invar stepped forward and half-unsheathed his sword. 
 
    "Alfred I told you not to step too close to the bars and not to start conversing with it. His voice is a lullaby from the pit. Trust me it's been singing to me for years, curse it!" 
 
    Alfred just stood staring slack jawed. He had seen such things illustrated in books. Heard of them in childhood stories when he and his friends would try to scare one another. But there were no such things in the world anymore. The king’s campaign against them was legendary, and he had suffered a terrible blow at their hands. But he had won, King Oligan had won! There were no more left in existence. 
 
    "You're...you're...a Manticore ." 
 
    The creature licked its lips with a long black tongue.  Invar stepped behind Alfred and drew him back away from the bars. Alfred could not take his eyes off the terrible curved talons. 
 
    Invar had his arm around Alfred, shielding him, with his sword still half drawn. 
 
    "He is the last Manticore, Alfred. The lost son of their Pridelord. I brought his egg all the way here from the last stand of the Manticore Wars during the purge, forty odd years ago. We were told not to leave a single one alive. But at the time I didn't quite realize why, and I don't think the king did either, though perhaps the Sorrow did." 
 
    The Manticore regarded Alfred with its mocking, burning eyes. And wrapped one taloned paw around the bars. The scaled skin began to smoke, as if some charm within the metal was like fire to the beast. The Manticore did not flinch, it just sat there gazing at him as its skin singed. 
 
    "How like mankind, hack it apart to see how it might work, then wonder where the most important piece went." 
 
    Invar stood behind Alfred and kept his arm across the boy's chest. He held him close and spoke, never taking his eyes from the beast. 
 
    "They are part of nature but also born of sorcery. We did not know that all Manticores shared a single soul. With each one we slaughtered in the name of the king, the dying one's strength and memories were absorbed by the remainder of his kin. The fewer they are, the stronger they are. This one has never lived amongst his kind, he was but a blackened egg when I took him. But he remembers his father, his brothers, his history and the wars as if he were there, it all comes to him in troubled dreams. They were dangerous, capricious creatures, Alfred, not to be trusted or bargained with. Yet I am still ashamed that I and my order were involved in their downfall. Even we, the Knights of the Blaze, were as fooled by the puppet king Oligan and his Sorrow masters, as much as anyone else was. We were not immune." 
 
    The Manticore let go of the bars and his skin was charred, but he showed no hint of pain. He licked the palm with his black tongue and Alfred swore he could see the scales repairing before his eyes. Then the monster looked up and smiled, the dagger fangs gleaming in the firelight. He gave Alfred his sonorous voice once again. 
 
    "But the King made a terrible mistake you see, young blessed. I did not just receive my ancestor's memories and essence as each one was slaughtered. I received their strength, their hatred, bitterness and desire for revenge. But I also received their venom." 
 
    Invar spoke over Alfred's shoulder. 
 
    "His father's venom killed my master in the purge. A more virulent poison I have never seen." 
 
    The Manticore paced the length of his cell, and a metal trap around its tail dragged like a cannonball. 
 
    "Fifty years ago a mere infant of my kind grazed your king with its barbs, and the monarch's regal little face dripped from his skin. My venom is potent beyond all measuring, the concentrate of an entire species, distilled with hate and with bloodlust. In trying to kill us, he left one behind with the poison of all. I will use that if I can." 
 
    Invar took a step closer to the bars.  
 
    “We have precious little magic strong enough to defeat the Sorrow this time, Alfred.  But in his last letter to me, my old master Ulric Godwine wrote that this creature is very precious to the war. And that it has an important part to play in defeating the Green King. So I have kept it safe, and done my best to keep others safe from it.” 
 
    Alfred looked at the terrifying mythological creature peering through the bars at him. And then he walked forward out of Invar's shielding grasp and up closer to the bars. Invar reached out for him but Alfred strode forward. He looked up at the predator before him, the head bigger than a bull's. 
 
    His blessing kindled within his breast but he did not release it. Instead he let it warm his soul. His future now was under the protection of an old man, the last of a broken order sworn to protect him and others like him. It was with a monster from a children's faerie tale, which still breathed and plotted in the waking world. It was to enter the Torrent and seek out the sleeping messengers of the Gods.  
 
    Alfred turned his back to the bars of the cell. 
 
    He stood there breathing hard, inches from the talons of the Manticore. 
 
    "If we are to all be allies, then there must be trust. If I cannot turn my back on an ally, none of this will work." 
 
    Invar moved forward but Alfred shook his head. 
 
    For the first true time in his life, Alfred gave himself over to the protection of Angall. He had every reason to believe he was about to die. His every instinct of self-preservation told him to run from the cell and back up to library. All he wanted to do was abandon this calling and spend his life illustrating beautiful manuscripts. But he knew that was not to be. So he gave himself up to the will of Angall and he did what all holy men do in times of need. 
 
    He had faith and he prayed aloud. 
 
     "Star in the midnight sky 
 
    Lighthouse in the tempest sea 
 
    Brilliance of idea inhaled 
 
    Glimmer in the new-born eye 
 
    Beckoning campfire in the darkest night 
 
    Hope in the heart of the hunted 
 
    Cleansing fire of the new dawn 
 
    Noble Angall, keep your spark in my heart and soul 
 
    And remind me ever 
 
    That there is a light that never goes out." 
 
    Invar stood there frozen in front of Alfred, his sword drawn. But Alfred knew that there was no way the old man could get to him in time if the beast chose to strike.  Alfred saw the claws descend in the corner of his eye. A shiver trickled down his spine as they rested upon his shoulder.  Alfred could sense the terrible strength within them. How effortless it would be for the Manticore to lacerate him to ribbons. 
 
    Yet the talons rested on his robes and did not even slice through the first layer of wool. 
 
    Behind Alfred, a low soothing laugh and the deep voice at the back of his head. 
 
    "Oh little Blessed, I think we're going to get along famously.” 
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    Rough hands grabbed her shoulders. When she looked up, two heavy set men wearing silk hoods were dragging her towards a raised platform. A crowd gathered and bids were being shouted out. A fat man with a bald head and dark paint around his eyes was holding up a book. As hands went into the air, he addressed the crowd. 
 
    "Remember this grimoire should never have survived the burning of the library at Zakkar. It wanted to survive, it had a will of its own, because it knew the secrets it contained had to be preserved. For the collector, for the aficionado of archaic ritual, this is a must have piece. The fire damage does not de-value it, on the contrary it adds character to the narrative of this piece, like a scar does to a man's face!" 
 
    A plethora of hands shot into the air and a murmur of bids spread through the crowd. After a minute or two the charred book went to a tall brown skinned man in a high white velvet hat. He went to collect his prize amidst cries of protest from another group bunched together in the crowd. Deena could feel the rivalries and tension in the air as the guard had warned. She did not recognize the gangs and factions, but she could see a storm brewing. 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, Deena was dragged up on the platform and cast out into the centre. Falling at the fat man jewelled toes. 
 
    She looked up into the sea of leering faces and shame and anger washed over her. 
 
    The fat, silk wrapped auctioneer grabbed Deena by her red hair and pulled her to her feet. She tried not to cry out from the pain and stood there before the crowd. The auctioneer leaned in and whispered. 
 
    "You better just stand still and look appealing you little whore, we're expecting to make a healthy commission out of you. If you start acting up, believe me we have ways to hurt you that you will not be able to tolerate. Do you understand?" 
 
    Deena looked sidelong at him, her jaw clenched tight. He twisted her arm and she gave the smallest nod. The auctioneer turned to the gathered crowd. 
 
    "Our next artefact is one of flesh and blood. A slave girl of no particular pedigree, who would have lived her life obscurity as a servant in some noble house. And yet, she is one of an ever shrinking number of people born in the world warped by the power of sorcery. She was born with the Magus Heart above her liver. For authenticity, any one of you is welcome to conduct a physical inspection." 
 
    The auctioneer grabbed Deena by one arm. Hoisted her on her tiptoes, and dug his fingers into her flesh just beneath her ribs. She inhaled with the shock but did not cry out. She promised that she would not scream. The auctioneer nodded and his sweating jowls shook. 
 
    "Yes, yes I can feel it just there. But that will not be enough to satisfy most of you here. We need a little demonstration. This one has a rare blessing indeed, a real collector's item. This blessing has not been seen in the world for over four hundred years! It is one of the rarest, a blessing of the blazing god Angall. It serves no particular purpose that we know of, but what is rumoured, is that this blessing is a portent of great change in the world, of powerful forces at work. This girl could be kept as a novelty item, for the rarity. But...a more potent use of such an unusual blessing would be to remove the Magus from her body and use it as a reagent in a powerful spell. As a reagent, it is so rare that it could in theory activate magicks that have not been seen in the world for many lifetimes." 
 
    Deena began to struggle in his clammy hands but the auctioneer held her tight. 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked out upon the crowds of the midnight fair. The torches around the edge of the arena gave a writhing display of shadow theatre on the stone walls. At least a fifty people were gathered around the platform where she was being displayed. Many of them wore silken scarves that covered their mouths or wide brimmed hats. Many who dabbled in magic or collected forbidden artefacts had otherwise normal professions. Families and reputations. Even amongst likeminded explorers in the unknown, they did not want to expose their secret fascinations. Particularly since most of them were aware of the unsettling presence of the Royal Witchfinder. The thin sinister man stared at her every move, his green eyes filled with expectation. Around him stood three royal bluecoats and another few unnaturally muscular men wearing black leather masks and carrying  sharp axes. At the thin man's feet sat two large hounds, moving and glaring at her with hungry eyes. 
 
    The panic started to rise. She prayed that she would not fall into the custody of that Witchfinder. She had never been so scared of anyone in her life. 
 
    At the back of the crowd, with his handful of loyal crewmen gathered around him, the huge shadow of Cyrus Blackweather loomed. What had her life become, she wondered, when the closest thing to a familiar face and a comfort was such a monster? Was he just going to stand there until the sale was done and collect his profit from her death? 
 
    What the auctioneer said had sent a shiver through her. It had not occurred to her that she would be worth more as an ingredient in a potion or spell! As soon as the auctioneer had said it, Deena knew that if the Witchfinder won the bid, being torn open and used for some forbidden ritual was the fate that awaited her. 
 
    Her strength faded and she sagged in the greasy hands of the auctioneer. Two assistants came up on the platform and held her by the arms. The auctioneer leaned his sweaty head in close to her and licked his rouged lips. 
 
    "Release your blessing girl, or I'll choke the life out of you right in front of all these people. No one will care." 
 
    Deena shook her head. But the auctioneer grabbed her throat in one fat hand and squeezed. Deena could not breathe, her eyes bulged out of her skull. She writhed and kicked but it was no use, she was held firm. Deena focused on kindling the bright little spark behind her breastbone. Her throat began to glow and the light even shone through the auctioneer's hand. Illuminating every vein and bone within. She opened her jaw as wide as she could and the burning mote floated from her mouth and drifted upwards. 
 
    In a deft movement, the auctioneer swung a wide necked bottle around and caught the burning ember. He affixed a stopper and then turned to the crowd. He held the bottle up, its dancing mote glowing like a firefly within. 
 
    "Behold, Angall's Whisper!” 
 
    The assembled let out a collective gasp. Within moments, hands were being raised and bags of gold and coins rattled. 
 
    "What shall I be bid for such a rare piece of magic? Do I hear one hundred Doonar? One hundred and fifty Doonar?" 
 
    The two assistants stood recording the influx of bids. One giving an elaborate series of hand signals to the crowd. The other documenting everything in a large leather-bound book. 
 
    Deena was shocked by the clamour rising around her. She had fallen to her knees when the auctioneer had released her. And she just stayed there. The auctioneer waved the bottle holding her blessing around. 
 
    When her eye caught the Witchfinder at the front of the crowd a chill ran through her. The expression on his face was one of utter rapture. He was staring at the bottle holding her mote of magic. The Witchfinder's bony hand rose and he called out in a strangely feminine voice. Smiling around him as he spoke. 
 
    "Three hundred Doonar." 
 
    A murmur of amazement went up in the crowd, but no hands challenged the bid. Deena's guts turned to water and she knelt on the platform. Staring at the wooden boards and breathing hard. 
 
    A heavy set man in yellow silk robes gave a warm smile to the Witchfinder. He jangled his moneybag aloft. In a relaxed baritone he spoke. 
 
    "Three hundred and seventy." 
 
    The auctioneer pointed a fat hand at the yellow robed man and snapped his fingers. 
 
    "Three hundred and seventy! For a manifestation of magic so rare, do I hear more? We may not see the likes of this again." 
 
    The Witchfinder smiled and raised his finger. 
 
    "Four hundred." 
 
    The crowd gasped and chattered, and Deena looked to the yellow robed man in desperation. She knew not a single thing about him, and had no idea of his intentions. All she knew was that no matter how bad a man he was, it was preferable to being taken back to Vassonia with this Witchfinder. She looked again at the man in yellow silk. He swithered over Deena's worth, his face furrowed as he performed mental calculations. Deena's heart thumped as she watched him. 
 
    Then he shook his head and took a step backwards. Deena's heart sank. She scanned the crowd for other bidders, but no one gestured. 
 
    She accepted her fate. So it was over then. 
 
    At the back of the crowd she stood the hulking shape of Cyrus Blackweather. His wild eyes shone out from beneath the hood, and he was looking down at his hand. Between the six inch claws he held his magical dice, his gift from Livretti. He rolled both of the eight- sided artefacts around his palm with expert dexterity. Watching the symbols change and morph in a pictographic language almost no living being still understood. The dice glowed and small blue sparks issued from them as they spun. Blackweather stared at them so intently it was as if he was aware of nothing else in the world.  Deena tried to catch his eyes but he paid her not the slightest bit of attention. He was lost in the Bones. 
 
    The auctioneer dragged Deena up by the arm and she winced. 
 
    "Well, if there are no more bids, then I will declare this article sold, to the slim Vassonian gentleman in the black-" 
 
    “HOLD!” 
 
    The voice that reverberated through the crowd rumbled in the wooden boards beneath her feet. She looked up.  Captain Blackweather had stepped forward and those nearby shirked away from him. His burning eyes glared out from the shadow of his hood. The auctioneer offered him a nervous smile and shook his jowly head. 
 
    "Sir? Do you wish to make another bid? But are you not the seller of this artefact? I do not understand." 
 
    Blackweather glanced across at the gathering of Vassonians. And then back at the auctioneer. Deena noticed that the Witchfinder's face was a mask of concealed hate. Blackweather shrugged. 
 
    "I'm afraid I have it on authority from a higher power that this particular article is no longer on offer. Therefore I am withdrawing it from sale immediately." 
 
    The auctioneer mouthed wordlessly for a few moments. The sweat was gleaming on his face causing his makeup to run. 
 
    "Higher authority? What higher authority sir? It is yours to sell." 
 
    Blackweather held up his dice for a moment in open palm, and then slipped them back into his deep coat pocket. The crowd parted further around him, sensing the danger, as if he were a keg of black powder that could explode at any moment. 
 
    "On Lord Livretti's authority. The Bones have been rolled, and they have given me a clear message. Once the Bones have been rolled, there is no turning back. One cannot argue with the hand of fate." 
 
    The auctioneer looked to his two scribes for advice. They shrugged back at him. He turned back to Blackweather and opened his hands in a pleading gesture. The crowd was whispering in excitement and confusion. 
 
    "The hand of fate? This is unorthodox. I'm not sure if-" 
 
    Merrick Clay's shrill voice rose up from the crowd. Deena looked across at him and the Witchfinder was livid. His eyes had lit up in his pale face and he pointed a finger at her. He could not contain the venom in his tone. 
 
    "I will not leave here without my purchase! I have bid highest, and my coin was good. This is unacceptable, as a man of honour you will acknowledge this offer's validity!" 
 
    Blackweather turned his head to Merrick Clay and grunted. 
 
    "You will be recompensed, Witchfinder. I'll give you coin. But you will not leave with this girl. For your own notes, I am incurably dishonourable. I mean, look at me, would you take my word for anything?" 
 
    The auctioneer stuttered and stumbled and dabbed his face with a green silken handkerchief. The bottle containing Deena's magical mote sat at his feet. Deena eyed it with longing, as if it was a vital part of her that had been excised. The auctioneer blurted out. 
 
    "I suppose...I mean I guess that this girl is his property to do as he-" 
 
    Blackweather waved a hand and cut the auctioneer off. He fixed eyes with Deena as he spoke, and his expression was inscrutable to her. 
 
    "She is not my property. There has been a terrible administrative error. She is a valued member of my crew, and a corsair of impeccable skill. She set fire to a Vassonian ship, don't you know..." 
 
    Blackweather cast a sidelong glance at the Witchfinder and offered a wolfish grin. 
 
    "Burned it into the sea." 
 
    Merrick Clay was vibrating now. His finger shook with rage as he pointed at Deena again. Deena shrank beneath his gaze. She had no idea why Cyrus Blackweather was intervening in her fate but she was grateful to the monster all the same. 
 
    Deena piped up in a small voice. 
 
    "Well it was more an accidental conflagration that anything else. Just sort of got out of control." 
 
    She glanced confused at Blackweather and whispered. 
 
    "Probably best not to bring that up, Blackweather, since all the actual witnesses are dead from either me burning them or you eating them?" 
 
    Blackweather winked across at her. 
 
    "Own your work, lass." 
 
    Merrick Clay stepped forward and addressed the entire crowd like a demagogue. Here was a man used to drumming up hatred and fear amongst the masses. Of getting townsfolk to point fingers at their own out of terror. There was a violence and cruelty in his eyes that she had never seen on anyone. In his hateful whisper he spoke. 
 
    "Then even more she must answer to the king's justice! I should have known better than to attempt business with a Karkaren. I thought there were almost none of you people left, just a scattering of pit-fighters and beggars. This is what happens when we visit the old colonies. You must all remember that Dashai is a protectorate of Vassonia and that our delicate relations must not be damaged. Acquiesce to my request and we will leave quietly." 
 
    Blackweather took another step forward and drew back the sides of his coat. Revealing the curved bone handled knives that were as long as Deena was tall. He rested his clawed hands upon their pommels as he spoke. 
 
    "I have never begged for a single coin in my life. I have taken what I want. I have spent my time in the pits though, in my salad days, tearing pink men apart to roaring applause. It always fascinated me how you little people come apart. Like warm bread." 
 
    This sent the Witchfinder over the edge. His four hulking Hatchetmen stepped forward and placed a hand on the axes at their belts. Their stubbled square jaws set hard beneath the dirty leather half masks they wore. Merrick spun on the crowd with venom. 
 
    "I will not be outdone. This witch, this little red haired devil, is mine ! King Oligan of Vassonia demands it. You peasants with your bric-a-brac magical market filled with that, you have no idea what real power and influence looks like! You've been tolerated, but you'll all be shut down soon enough. But this, this little bitch is power, power that could bring everything we've built down around our ears. Don't you see? She is illegal, and must come with me. I beseech you all." 
 
    Blackweather drew back his hood and narrowed his ferocious eyes at the Witchfinder. The crowd surrounding the Captain stepped back even further when they saw his face. Deena was not surprised. The myriad scars, the wild hair and amber eyes, and the flashing sharp teeth as long as a man's finger. He was terrifying to behold. Yet still the slender Witchfinder scared her more. There was a void within him that sucked all happiness and hope into it. Merrick Clay stood tall and jutted his chin. 
 
    "You will remember what happened to Karkaren savages that resisted the king's will." 
 
    Blackweather smiled and patted his pocket. 
 
    "I do remember. And I recall a skinny Witchfinder there giving the orders. My god has spoken through the Bones, and he tells me that this shop is closed for the day.” 
 
    The auctioneer had stepped to the edge of the stage, dragging Deena with him. He raised one flabby arm and gestured for peace to the tense crowd. 
 
    "Now now, please gentlemen, remember where you are. We struggle to keep the peace here as it is, we cannot have-" 
 
    Blackweather snarled from the corner of his mouth. And the auctioneer took a little jump backwards. 
 
    "Shut up, fat man. If that girl's not down here next to me in three heartbeats, I'm opening you up and eating what's inside." 
 
    The auctioneer looked at Blackweather for a long moment, taking in his features. Then he turned to Deena, his beady eyes brimming with tears. He whispered to her. 
 
    "Get off this stage, girl! Get away from me right now!" 
 
    Deena stood, staring at the auctioneer. She straightened her ragged dress. With as much dignity as she could muster, walked past the fat man and down the wooden steps towards Blackweather. As she passed, she whispered. 
 
    "He'll eat you anyway." 
 
    She reached Blackweather's side and stood in his shadow. Strangely comforted by the musky scent of his fur. Sandman stood beside the Captain with two or three of his men. Deena looked up to the Karkaren and cleared her throat. In her politest voice she spoke. 
 
    “Blackweather. Angall bless you for your kindness...." 
 
    The Karkaren kept staring at the Vassonians opposite. But raised a hand to her and waved his finger. 
 
    "You'll address me as your captain." 
 
    Deena squared her shoulders and looked at the sandy arena floor. 
 
    "Yes Captain Blackweather." 
 
    Merrick Clay glanced from Deena to the Captain and back. He smiled and his sickly green eyes lit up with recognition. 
 
    "Blackweather? Cyrus Blackweather? Well, you've been a thorn in the king's side for years. There's a price on your head, Karkaren and I'll pay any man here who collects it. Two birds with one stone, this is going to be a rewarding day." 
 
    Blackweather shrugged and snorted. 
 
    "Yes I'm sure King Half-a Face will be giving you a royal kiss when you get back from your steadfast efforts here today." 
 
    He raised a hand. "Hang on a minute." 
 
    The Captain turned his head and whispered to Sandman. 
 
    "Sandman. I'm off on the Road of Bones again, I'm afraid. You will look after the ship and the boys while I'm away?" 
 
    Sandman swallowed hard and set his jaw. 
 
    "We stay here Captain, we fight by your side." 
 
    Blackweather shook his head. 
 
    "No, Sandman. I'll need your sword, but use it to get out of here. It won't be safe to trade again in Dashai for a while. I'll find you one day, you know that the dice will lead me back." 
 
    Sandman looked around the arena, at the simmering violence in the air, and the ruin of a good trading mission. He shrugged and gave his captain a grim smile. 
 
    "I think sir, if I'm honest, this may be a dying industry." 
 
    Blackweather grinned. 
 
    "Aye, old friend, I think it is. But there's a real war coming on the horizon, and we may need every scrap of magic left in the world to fight it. So keep to the hideaways and keep yourselves and cargo safe. I will find you when I need you.” 
 
    Sandman gestured to the other crewmen. They backed off through the crowd towards the sloping exit, their hands on their swords all the way. He nodded once to Blackweather as he went. 
 
    Merrick Clay stood in front of his men, the huge hounds poised at his feet, their lips drawn back in a snarl. 
 
    "Well, Karkaren. My patience is at an end. You send that brat across to me, or you will feel the justice of King Oligan. " 
 
    Blackweather took a long glug of from his bottle and then cast it aside. After belching he wiped his furry hand across his lips. 
 
    "Why don't you and your gang of drooling monkey-men turn tail and leave while you can.”  
 
    The Witchfinder gestured behind him. 
 
    "Hah. There are several of us, plus any man here who wishes to collect your bounty. I would not bet on your chances, beast." 
 
    Blackweather rolled his shoulders out, and then offered the Vassonians a dark grin. He drew his knives in a wide sweep and lowered himself into a fighting stance. 
 
    "Well I, for one, am really fascinated to see what's going to happen now." 
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    The first day of Alfred’s training as a paladin.  
 
    He stood on the tallest tower of Ironghast, looking down a long deep valley that snaked behind the monastery.   At the end of that valley was something that chilled Alfred’s heart.  
 
    A vast swirling maelstrom of iron coloured cloud that slowly churned.  It was half as big as the steep cliffs on either side of it.  Deep within it flashes of sickly green sorcery erupted.  Alfred instinctively knew it was not the same kind of sorcery that flowed in his blood.  It was something corrupt and ancient.   
 
    He had heard tales of the Torrent, most acolytes had.  A battleground from the old war that had scarred the land so badly that all the gods could do was seal it off.   Powerful sorcery kept that area of the world in isolation from the rest.   
 
    Alfred felt the icy wind bite into his cheeks. He drew his hood up and huddled himself for warmth.  
 
    “What are those green flashes within?” 
 
    Invar gritted his teeth and took a swig of brandy from his hip flask.   
 
    “That is the power of the Sorrow, trying to get out.” 
 
    Alfred felt a shiver that was more than cold.  The green flashes looked putrid and diseased.  
 
    “The Sorrow still lives within? After a thousand years?  Then I can think of no place I less want to try and get inside.” 
 
    The old paladin shook his head and swallowed.  
 
    “They’re bloody fools, sending you in there with nothing but your faith.” 
 
    Alfred’s belly churned with fear at the prospect.  
 
    “I don’t want to go in there alone. “ 
 
    Invar put a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “You won’t be alone.  Others like you are being drawn here from all across the world.  They’ll likely be as scared and unprepared as you are.  Bluheart believes that Angall will protect you once you are inside.” 
 
    Alfred looked up at the old bear of a man.  
 
    “You don’t think he will?” 
 
    Invar shrugged then tapped the pommel of his sword.  
 
    “He might.  But you’ll do a lot better to trust in a sharp blade by your side.  We don’t have long.  I won’t be able to send you in there a master swordsman.  But I’ll show you how to make anything that tries to do you harm think twice.” 
 
    Alfred’s gaze was drawn back to the sorcerous mass at the end of the valley below.  
 
    “Will a blade be enough in there?” 
 
    Invar shook his head.  
 
    “No. No it won’t.  You’ll need to learn to direct that light inside you better than you do.  Your light will guide you in the dark. It will be drawn to magic like its own.  You’ll be drawn to the resting place of the sleeping servants of Angall.  That little light inside you may be the only light there is in there.” 
 
    Alfred felt horribly unprepared for what lay ahead.  Invar’s deep voice rumbled next to him.  
 
    “We don’t have time for much training.  All we need is enough to keep you alive in there. Now come downstairs.  We need to get your mind ready.” 
 
    Alfred could not stop staring at the churning mass of storm cloud and sorcery.   
 
    There was nowhere in the world he less wanted to go.  
 
    But it was the place Angall’s Whisper had been leading him all along.  Not to refuge and sanctuary within Ironghast monastery.  But to almost certain death within a zone even the gods had forbidden entry to.  He shivered and drew his cloak around him and then followed Invar down the stone steps into the tower.  
 
    An hour later Alfred knelt on a cold stone floor in a tower of the monastery.   
 
    He felt battered, exhausted and desperate for sleep.   Only the night before, a Witchfinder had tried to murder him in the library.  He had felt safe in Ironghast, far from the troubles of the realm.  Now he realized that his troubles would follow him to the ends of the world.   
 
    So he had better learn to be prepared.   
 
    Next to him was an arched stained glass window that towered above him.  Pale blue, green and red light fell upon his face.  He could hear the savage wind of the Bleaks battering against the thick glass.  Within the window was a swirling maelstrom in purple and green.  Around it stood knights, angelic beings and priests reading from spellbooks.  Below the swirling storm stood a hooded figure, and from his mouth drifted a single mote of golden light.  It drifted up towards the central mass and in its centre a doorway had opened.   
 
    Alfred did not like looking at the window.  It filled him with the same dread as the books in the library.  He now knew that old master Phillip’s sympathy at Alfred’s blessing was well justified.   He knelt on the cold stone, his knees aching but not daring to move.  
 
    Because before him was the last paladin in the realm.   
 
    Even kneeling. Invar was a head taller than Alfred.  He wore his tattered old robes and his hands rested on his knees.  Alfred glanced at the thick muscled forearms, scrolled with faded tattoos.   Until the night before, Alfred had thought him just a drunken old monk.  
 
    They knelt opposite each other in a tower rarely used. Its sunken floor was a cold empty area of cracked stone.  In the distance, somewhere far below them, Alfred could hear monks singing a sombre hymn.  They would be going for breakfast soon. Stuffing their faces with black bread and the glowing grubs they farmed from the catacombs beneath the monastery.   
 
    Alfred’s stomach rumbled.  He longed for a mug of the gritty beer the monks here drank.  To take the edge of his growing headache.   
 
    They had sat there opposite each other for what felt like days.  Invar had told Alfred to clear his mind and let the light of Angall flood in like a warm sunrise.   
 
    Alfred was terrible at this.  His mind constantly raced with thoughts, anxiety churned within him.  Ever present at the back of his mind were the fading ghosts of his nightmares.  The mutated horde of Sorrowbeasts that poured down upon him.    
 
    Every time Alfred opened his mouth to ask a question, Invar reached out and gave him a quick clip on the ear.  
 
    “Questions later. Clear your mind.” 
 
    Alfred blinked rapidly as his ear smarted with pain.  He took a deep breath and braced himself for another blow.  
 
    “But master Invar, I can’t help thinking about what we are facing.  The Witchfinders, the forces of the king, the Sorrow itself.  It is terror stacked upon terror.  How can I keep my mind quiet?” 
 
    Invar peered at him from beneath bushy grey brows. He grunted.  
 
    “That’s what the Sorrow is, Alfred.  It is like it was created to terrify mankind.  It’s everything that inhabits our worst nightmares. Fear is a power it holds over us.  But to fight it, our first weapon is to look on it having conquered that fear.” 
 
    Alfred gave a deep sigh and tried to clear his mind again.  
 
    “I don’t think I have ever looked at anything without fear before.  It’s the fire that has kept me running. Kept me alive so far.  I feel a very long way from being a knight of any kind.  Far from what you are.” 
 
    Invar gave a cynical smile.  
 
    “Me? What I am is drunk old bastard hiding in a tower. But I’ll face the Sorrow again before the end, one last time.” 
 
    Alfred looked at the old paladin.  He was big and broad shouldered.  The layers of robes he had worn when Alfred first arrived at Ironghast had made him seem fat.  But in the simple tunic and hood he now wore it became obvious he was built like a bear.  But he wasn’t shambling anymore, like he had when he was soaked in wine.  When he walked there was a primal grace to the gait.  During their long conversation through the night since meeting the Manticore, Invar rarely mentioned his past. Other than to say he had journeyed from the sanctuary of Ironghast many times over forty years and roamed the world, Alfred knew very little details of his long secret war against the Sorrow.  
 
    The cowardly part of him did not want to know, because it may offer an insight into his own grim future.  The one thing he could never imagine the old man being was a coward.  
 
    “I saw how you charged at those wendigo in the Bleaks. They were nothing to you. You were fearless.” 
 
    Ivar raised a brow and gave a short laugh.  
 
    “Hah. My fire is almost extinguished, but I suppose a little still burned that day. Though what fuel it used I cannot say. My soul is mere kindling these days.” 
 
    Alfred knelt in front of him. His eyes scanned the intricate coloured panels of the window.  The real Torrent was not far, only a few miles at the end of the long valley behind the monastery.  Alfred didn’t want to get any closer to it.  
 
    “I want to have courage. But I am still afraid of so many things.” 
 
    Invar took a deep breath. His bloodshot blue eyes burned into Alfred.  Kneeling opposite each other like this, Alfred found it hard to find the confidence to meet Invar’s eye.  
 
    The old paladin nodded.  
 
    “Yet you only sit here because you showed courage.  Once to protect your dying master.  Once to protect a helpless animal. And the third time to protect your faith, against a monster few men could face. No one can teach you that. It is in you.  
 
    Alfred glanced up.   
 
    “Can we really defeat the Green King? Even if I am trained?” 
 
    Invar tapped his chest, and then gestured to the depiction of the Torrent wrought in the window.  Finally he tapped the sheathed sword on the flagstones at his side.  
 
    “Heart, sorcery, and steel.  That’s what will defeat the Sorrow. I can’t teach you heart. The light inside you is your own to master. But I can teach you steel.” 
 
    Alfred thought of the night Invar had dispatched the raiding party of wendigo.  His sword seemed to almost scrape the ground as he rode into them.  
 
    “I don’t know if I could even lift that sword you carried.” 
 
    Invar got to his feet with a grunt and walked to the corner of the room.  From a rack he picked up two wooden practise swords.  They were dark lacquered hardwood and Alfred had little doubt that one of them could be used to beat a man to death.   Invar weighed one in his hand.  
 
    “We don’t start with that.  We start with this.” 
 
    Then he threw it to Alfred, who caught it in both hands just before it hit his face.  
 
    Warily, Alfred got to his feet.   
 
    He weighed the practise longsword in his hand, spinning it around and thrusting the rounded tip into the air.   Invar stood at the edge of the circular floor, shaking his head.  Alfred stopped his inexperienced swordplay and turned to his teacher.  
 
    “And the light? When you defeated the wendigo, it was like you were aflame.  And when the Kraven attacked my horse.  I don’t know how I did it, I was just scared of being eaten. But the blade ignited.” 
 
    Invar deftly tested the sword. He casually stepped into the circle and Alfred felt goosebumps prickle his skin.  Invar adopted an easy stance, like a lion taking a morning stretch.  
 
    “The light and steel works together, like a dance.  But you need the bladecraft first before you even think about using your blessing.” 
 
    Alfred raised a brow.  
 
    “A dance?” 
 
    Alfred stepped forward and Invar mirrored his movement perfectly, staying just out of range. 
 
    “Attack.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “With your sword. Swing it. Throw it if you like. But attack.” 
 
    Alfred took a deep breath and gathered his courage. He swung the wooden sword at Invar.  The old man dodged the attack like it had swung through treacle.  Alfred lost his balance a little but regained it and drove in for a thrust.  Invar spoke as he raised his sword.  
 
    “You move in harmony with the thing you are fighting.  As his feet moves, so do yours.  As he strikes you defend…” 
 
    The wooden blades struck and the thwack echoed in the tower.   
 
    “And counterattack.” 
 
    Before Alfred could process what was happening, he was disarmed.  His sword flew across the room and he felt the air forced from his lungs as the round tip of the practise blade butted him in the solar plexus.  
 
    Alfred hunched up and then fell backwards onto the cold stone.   
 
    It took him a few moments to catch his breath.  The pain was spreading around his sides and back.  He shut his eyes tight and tried to breathe through it.  Finally he spoke up in a grimacing whisper.  
 
     “Is it all going to be like this? Is pain going to be a common theme during this training?” 
 
    Invar offered a big hand and Alfred shakily accepted the help.  
 
    “Almost exclusively. Now on your feet.” 
 
    Invar stood with feet shoulder width apart, transferring his considerable bulk gracefully from one foot to another.   He seemed to glide around the floor, circling Alfred.  
 
    “Everything flows up from the ground.  From your feet. If your aren’t standing strong, it doesn’t matter what you do with your arm.” 
 
    Alfred observed Invar and slowly adopted a similar stance.  He bounced on his knees and raised his sword into a guard mimicking the old man.   Invar pivoted his hips and the wooden blade glided through the air.  
 
    “You need good structure, stability, balance.  The power of a strike flows up from the earth. Through your legs, the twist of your hips, your shoulders, your arm.  And finally out through the blade.  If you start with bad stance and poor footwork, nothing else can follow.” 
 
    Alfred was already feeling his shoulder muscles begin to burn from holding the sword in position.  
 
    “My brothers were blacksmiths.  They had arms like knotted wood.  Mine were always like knotted string.  I always thought it was strong arm that made a knight swing hard?” 
 
    Invar lowered his sword and stood before him.  
 
    “Stand on one leg.” 
 
    Alfred gave a puzzled look but reluctantly did as his mentor instructed. He wobbled for a moment and then steadied himself.  
 
    “Now try to swing your sword. Here at my arm.” 
 
    Alfred batted the wooden blade ineffectually off Invar’s shoulder. He wavered on his one leg and tottered off balance.  
 
    “Does standing like a crane make your arm weaker?” 
 
    Alfred put his other foot down and shook his head.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No. because that’s not where the power comes from.  
 
    Invar raised his sword again and gestured for Alfred to do the same.  Alfred raised his weapon in guard.   
 
    “You want your structure to be strong, your defence impenetrable.  Your balance and footwork perfect.” 
 
    Invar moved forward and trapped Alfred’s blade under his own arm, locking it tight.   With a swift kick to the shin he knocked Alfred’s leg away, breaking his balance.  
 
    “But you want to lay siege to your enemy’s castle.  Break his structure, disrupt his supplies, and disable his defences.” 
 
    Invar twisted and in a fluid motion threw Alfred over his shoulder.  Alfred landed heavily on his back and the air was knocked from him again.   
 
    “Until the castle crumbles.” 
 
    Alfred lay there for a long moment until his breath came back.  He knew there would be bruises in the morning.  After a painful cough he spoke up to his mentor.  
 
    “It seems less fair than I expected.  I thought all knights would fight like noblemen.” 
 
    Invar gave a short laugh.  
 
    “Hah, balls to that, Alfred. You know what doesn’t look noble and dignified?  Lying in a puddle of your own blood trying to hold your guts in with one hand and begging for water.” 
 
    Alfred conceded and raised his hand. Invar pulled him to his feet and handed him the wooden sword.  Alfred took it reluctantly.  He knew that this was going to be a long day of pain.  Invar rolled out his shoulders and took a few practise swings at the air.  
 
    “When I was your age I saw the last stand of the Manticores, Alfred.  I’m not proud of my part.  But they didn’t go easy into death.  I watched things like that beast in our vaults eat men alive as they feebly tried to push them away.  And the Manticores are nothing compared to the full might of the Sorrow.  You fight by any means.  You bite, you claw, and you stomp on their skulls.   Show no quarter, for you will be shown none.  This enemy is a plague, and we must eradicate it even if it means giving up the last shred of our honour.  Once you are inside the Torrent, you will be cut off from any help.  You must fight for your survival with everything you have.  With a burning hatred for the living plague that is the Sorrow.” 
 
    Alfred had imagined the paladins being noble knights in gleaming armour, helping the weak and smiting demons and undead.   Now he realized that to fight the worst things in the world every day made you into something dark too.   
 
    A soldier that would not be welcome in polite society, that good people would recoil from almost as they did from monsters.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    13 
 
      
 
    The Karkaren and the Witchfinder faced each other. Ready to do battle.  
 
    Then with a smile the Witchfinder crouched down, closing his eyes and whispering under his breath. His fingers brushed the grey hounds at his feet. They winced for a few moments as if in pain, then with a tearing of flesh the hounds convulsed.  
 
    To Deena's shock and horror, they tore out of their skin and grew in size before her eyes. Blood spattered upon the sand at their feet as they grew out of their coverings. A hideous stench permeated the air. What had moments before been hunting hounds were now slavering Grimm. Skinless and monstrous, their eyes red. At a word of command from their master, they leapt forward and pounced at Blackweather's throat. 
 
    The crowd panicked and scattered in all directions. They were all here to buy the most bizarre and rare magic they could afford. But none of them were prepared for this type of sorcery. This dark magic was forbidden even amongst the forbidden. 
 
    A few drew their swords in defence, but their rivals at the Midnight Fair took this as a threat and drew their own. Within moments, skirmishes had broken out amongst the masses. Old grudges were being settled. Knives went into backs in the melee and every dark deed at the fair came to light at once. 
 
    It was chaos. 
 
    Even a being as experienced as Blackweather seemed taken aback by this dark magic. The first Grimm's jaws were clamped on his chest before he could swing a blade. The other Grimm bit down on Blackweather's wrist and twisted this way and that. Trying to wrench the weapon from his hand. 
 
    Deena screamed and ran forward, but she was jostled to and fro by the panicking crowd. Before she knew it she was knocked to the ground and was being trampled. Deena rolled into a ball and covered her face as boots stomped around her, smashing into her in the chaos. She crawled to the overhang of the wooden stage and ducked underneath it. As legs scurried past and blades swung low. 
 
    She peered out and Blackweather was on his back, with one Grimm pinning him down and snapping at his throat and the other stretching his arm out and puncturing flesh as it tugged its feral head side to side. Both of the Captain's long knives were out of reach in the shifting sands of the arena. Blackweather snarled and spat, punching at the Grimm and trying to pull them off his frame. But they were relentless in their attack. Merrick Clay stood at the edge of the stage, clapping like a gleeful madman and gesturing to his silent hatchetmen. 
 
    Deena could not watch this any longer. She tried to crawl out towards the Captain's knife, which lay only a few metres from her, half buried in the sand. Every time she ventured out past her shelter, another fleeing fair-goer butted into her and sent her flying. She covered up and retreated until she could see a gap. 
 
    She heard Blackweather roar. 
 
    He wrenched his hand free of the Grimm's jaws and stood. The other hound still clung to his chest and bit at his face. His eyes wild with the pain, Blackweather grabbed the creature by the scruff of its neck. And tore the Grimm's jaws from his flesh. In one violent motion, he grabbed its back legs and with his eyes fixed on Merrick Clay, rent the beast in half. 
 
    A foul tangle of innards spilled out, grey and almost mechanical. Like nothing a natural creature would grow. The other Grimm leapt up and bit down upon Blackweather's leg and he grimaced in pain. But he reached down and clamped both hands on the creature's jaws. With a roar he pulled them open, cracking the creature's skull in half and throwing it at Merrick Clay's feet.  
 
    The Witchfinder was impassive, staring down in disdain at his dead pets. 
 
    Blackweather gazed at the corpses with disgust. He was panting and blood dripped from his hand and calf. He spoke with low revulsion. 
 
    "The only time I saw creature with insides like that, it came from a thousand year old egg. From the time when the Sorrow walked the world. Nearly put my ship under the sea, if it wasn’t for that girl you want so bad.  I think we know where your allegiances really lie now, don’t we Witchfinder? We know who’s really pulling the strings.” 
 
    Merrick Clay gave an apologetic shrug and gestured for his hulking hatchetmen to advance.   Blackweather glanced at the henchmen of the Witchfinder, flexing their muscles and preparing to fight. 
 
    Royal hatchetmen were chosen as children from the biggest, most naturally violent in the group. They were raised within the Witchfinders temple and fed on a diet of roast beef and brutality. Their souls were dull hard rock, reflecting nothing but a grim enjoyment of the fight. They were what they were, and they lived or died by it. 
 
    The hatchetmen grinned as they swung their axes, and then they advanced on the captain. 
 
    Blackweather picked up his knives and circled them. Moving to never allow himself to be horseshoed and flanked. He thrust his back against the wooden stage and braced as the first two rushed in at angles like the pincers of a crab. 
 
    He parried the first axe as it fell, bringing up his clawed foot and raking the attacker's torso. The hatchetmen doubled over and blood dripped from his mouth as Blackweather dodged the second man's axe. Ducking low and hacking off the hand in two downward strikes. The bodyguard stared at his ragged stump with dumb, drooling curiosity. 
 
    He lowered himself and spun away from the stage beneath the attacker's arms. Once he had flanked them he delivered killing blows, both men's throats sliced before they could react. They fell to their knees and gargled as the blood flowed from them. 
 
    A shadow rushed on Blackweather and Deena screamed. 
 
    "Captain behind you!" 
 
    Blackweather grimaced as the axe embedded in his shoulder blade, causing him to drop one knife. He spun and wrenched the axe it from the Hatchetman's grip, but it remained fixed in his flesh. He staggered back and snarled through his teeth. One arm hung limp by his side, still holding the knife. The other hand parried against the attacker's rain of punches. 
 
    The hatchetman's arms were thick and knotted with muscle. Coarse black hair on the knuckles. Heavy ogrish strength that thudded into Blackweather's face like a hammer. 
 
    Deena winced every time they landed, the purple bruises welling on the Captain's face. His hand was up in defence but the axe in his shoulder meant he could not turn to avoid the blows. The blood still flowed from his wounded leg and wrist, and dripped to turn the sand black in the torchlight. 
 
    She could not watch the brutality any longer. Deena closed her eyes and prayed to Angall. She began to reach for familiar prayers that she had offered since she could speak, but nothing came. She was empty of faith after all she had seen. So she just spoke from her heart. Her voice was small at first but grew with each word.  
 
    "Mighty Angall 
 
    Please grant my limbs the strength to fight in your name and to protect those who would protect me. 
 
    I do not ask for help or miracles, only strength. 
 
    I cannot sit by and watch monsters, tyrants and bullies take our blood any longer. 
 
    You are the light in the dark, are you not? 
 
    Well this is the dark, here and now! 
 
    This before me is all the dark there ever was in the world 
 
    And it will spread, like an endless night across every land if someone does not stop it. 
 
    Are you not the Light? 
 
    If you do not give us the means to fight against this evil, what good are you to us? 
 
    What purpose do you serve? 
 
    The light that never goes out? The eternal flame I have re-lit since I was four? 
 
    Well Lord Angall, that light is going out! 
 
    Day by day, everywhere I look, the world is at dusk. 
 
    Give me a sword and I will be your right arm 
 
    I will give no quarter, I will show no mercy 
 
    I will make every dread beast afraid of the Blazing Light. 
 
    I will burn this world clean . 
 
    Where are you?" 
 
    Deena opened her eyes. Tears were streaming down her cheeks as the mighty Karkaren was beaten and cut. Three more hatchetmen were closing in as one. Looking for a space to deliver a fatal blow to Blackweather. Deena screamed aloud. 
 
    "Where ARE you?" 
 
    For the briefest moment her scream caught the attention of the bodyguard. And their eyes flitted to her tiny form hiding beneath the stage.  In that moment of respite, Blackweather ducked his head and impaled the hatchetman on his antlers, driving them into the man's chest with all the strength of his good leg. The brute gave a short winded grunt of surprise and grabbed the antler. But Blackweather had gathered momentum. He pushed out and ran forward like a wounded bull at the other three men. Using the stricken man on his antlers as a battering ram. Two were knocked from their feet and the other one scattered to the side, dazed and confused. 
 
    Blackweather shook the man from his horns and the bodyguard fell to his back with a thump and gurgle. The Karkaren plucked the axe from his back with a spray of blood and sat astride the man, bringing the crescent blade down and cleaving his head into two. 
 
    Blackweather stayed there straddling the corpse of the man. His breath coming in heaving gasps, his eye swollen shut and blood soaking his fur. For a moment he swayed and Deena thought he was about to collapse. 
 
    The remaining two hatchetmen closed in, more warily than before. They wanted to take their time, test the Karkaren's remaining strength. And let the blood loss weaken him before rushing in for the killing blows. She saw one of Blackweather's knives on the ground by the stage, sticky with blood and encrusted with sand. She wondered if she was strong enough to wield it. It was as long as she was and looked heavy, but perhaps she could get a few swings  before the hatchetmen closed in. 
 
    If she was to be killed, as she knew she would be, at least she could go with some semblance of being a soldier of the Light. She crawled out and scurried across the sand, wrapping her hands around the hilt of the knife. To her it was a broadsword. After all her trials, her muscles were so weak, but somehow she got it off the ground. 
 
    With all her strength Deena dragged the blade across the arena in both hands. And dug her heels into the sand in what she thought was a fighting stance. Her heart pounded and she struggled to find her voice. In front of her, the muscular killers were circling the Karkaren. Blackweather was struggling to see from his bruised eye. He curled his lip at them, and spat blood on the sand. Taking in a wheezing breath, he spoke. 
 
    "Are you both going to dance about me all day, you fools, or are you going to get to work?" 
 
    As the two men moved in, Deena shouted as loud as she could. 
 
    "Leave him alone! Fight me! Cowardly pigs!" 
 
    The hatchetmen glanced round and even they with their dim wits could not suppress a smile. They watched this skinny red haired girl in rags barely able to hold up a sword. Standing before them, jutting out her chin and brushing the hair from her tearful blue eyes. One of them spoke in a rough accent. 
 
    "Sit back down little girl, we'll get to you in a minute." 
 
    Deena gritted her teeth and tried to raise the blade above her waist with shaking hands. 
 
    "The Light shall cleanse this place. I am its messenger!" 
 
    Deena noticed that amidst the few who still remained in the skirmishing crowd, the Witchfinder stared at her with wry amusement. He cocked his head to one side and studied her in fascination, his hands clasped at his belt.  More mirthless laughter came from the hatchetmen, who waved her away and turned back to their quarry. 
 
    "Stupid child, the boss will tear you apart when we get you up north. Get that magic ripped out of you." 
 
    As he spoke a shadow loomed over the man's shoulder and a huge jaw clamped down on his neck. His eyes went wide with shock beneath his mask. With a terrible wrench his throat was torn out and body flung aside. Behind him stood Cyrus Blackweather, his eyes feral. He paused for only a moment before crouching down and leaping into the chest of the last man. When he looked up, his muzzle was coated in gore. His breath was ragged and fur soaked in his own blood. But he turned around on all fours and prowled towards the slender Witchfinder. 
 
    Merrick Clay took a single step back with one hand raised. 
 
    "Now now, captain, let's not lose control of ourselves." 
 
    The Karkaren leaned back on his haunches and then pounced. 
 
    The Witchfinder raised his hands in a curious gesture. It was as if Blackweather was plucked from the air by an invisible hand.  His arms stretched out by his side, his head jerked back and he fell to his knees, sliding across the sandy arena. Deena's jaw dropped. 
 
    This Witchfinder was one of them, she thought. He was a magical being with the Magus Heart just like she was, like Cyrus was! She could not believe it. What kind of being hunts outsiders just like itself, she thought? 
 
    Blackweather was pinned there on his knees, his arms bent far back as if strong men held him fast. His face grimaced in pain and he struggled but could not move an inch. Merrick Clay studied him , tightening his fingers and watching the Captain clench his teeth. 
 
    "Do you know anything about ossomancy, Karkaren? Bone magic. I must admit I have never tried to snap bones as thick and dense as yours, it would take a great deal of concentration and time perhaps. But I always like to test my limits, and I am fascinated to see how long it is going to take before your arms and legs snap and give in to me. And they will, beast." 
 
    The Witchfinder gestured again and Blackweather's arms bent even further back past their range of motion. Between grunting breaths of agony he whispered, his mouth thick with blood. 
 
    "Well I for one, am also fascinated to see...what's going...to happen." 
 
    Deena looked at the hulking monster, crimson with blood and prostrate against the air. Writhing in his suffering. She could not watch, and turned her head away in tears. 
 
    And her eyes fell on something. 
 
    There, at the edge of the stage, was a glass bottle containing a single dancing mote of bright light. A tiny insignificant mote of magic, but one that even made kings afraid. It belonged to her; it was her faith, her hope, a light that never went out. 
 
    The Light shall cleanse this place. And I am its messenger. 
 
    With all her fading strength, Deena swung the knife at the bottle. And the glass shattered into a million pieces. 
 
    She dropped the blade and took a deep breath. Holding out her hand, she gave a silent word of prayer. And when she opened her eyes, the fiery mote shot across the arena and kindled in the long black silken robes of the Witchfinder Merrick Clay. 
 
    He looked down at himself. 
 
    At first the thin man was confused, stepping back and watching his robes smoke. His concentration broken, Blackweather was released and fell to the sand, breathing hard. 
 
    Then the Witchfinder's robes and wide brimmed hat went up in a whoosh of yellow flame. He futilely tried to bat out the fire with his hands, but it licked all the way up his back until his lank hair ignited. It was like no ordinary flame, it stuck to him like tar. His skin crackled and burned like roasting pork.  He twitched and flailed in agony as he became a burning ball of fire, running for the water of the underground canal that ran through the chamber . As he reached its edge he stumbled and fell, still screaming and trying to extinguish himself. His skin was blackened and crisp. With a grunt of effort he rolled into the canal water and within moments his prone form disappeared into the tunnel like burnt driftwood. 
 
    Deena stood there for a moment, amazed at the effect the mote had on the body of the Witchfinder. It was as if it burned brighter and hotter when it touched the matter of the Sorrow. It burned the poison of them away. It cleansed.  Deena ran to the prone body of Cyrus Blackweather and tried to roll him over but it was like trying to move a mountain. He groaned and brushed her away, rolling over and sitting up. There was almost no one around them now, most had fled the market in fear of the town militia arriving. Blackweather spat blood on the sand and tried to stand but he fell back down on his haunches. 
 
    "Give me a moment, girl." 
 
    Deena tried to stem the bleeding from his wounds. Tearing strips from her robes and binding them tight, but he was torn. 
 
    "You're hurt captain, you're a mess." 
 
    Blackweather looked around him at the mutilated bodies of the hatchetmen and dismembered Grimm. He cleared his throat of blood and spoke in a croaking voice. 
 
    "If anyone asks, there were fifteen of them." 
 
    Deena laughed through her tears and nodded, 
 
    "Twenty." 
 
    Blackweather grinned and lay back with his head on the sand. 
 
    "Aye, twenty sounds grand." 
 
    Deena was crying now, holding her hands on his bleeding chest. 
 
    "I cannot carry you, Cyrus. You have to get up." 
 
    Blackweather shook his head. He coughed and grimaced in pain. 
 
    "Even if you could carry me, I would not allow it. I could not tarnish my reputation." 
 
    Deena could not fathom this chaotic monster if she lived to be a hundred. He could even make foolery in death. 
 
    "You are not afraid, are you, Captain? Of death, of war, of anything." 
 
    Blackweather looked up at her with his good eye. That expression again that she could not decipher. He spoke low and sincere. 
 
    "I fear the Sorrow returning. And I believe now that perhaps you were born to help stop them. So get up and get on with it, girl." 
 
    Deena glanced at the canal, but here was no sign of the charred Witchfinder. 
 
    "Did you see what I did?" 
 
    The Karkaren laughed in a painful wracking burst. 
 
    "I told you that you would set ablaze whatever you were pointed at, Scorchling." 
 
    Deena smiled through her tears and brushed her red hair aside. 
 
    "You pointed me in the right direction." 
 
    Blackweather let himself rest back on the sand, which was growing darker with his blood. Deena's hands were slick with trying to stem its flow. 
 
    "Captain, I will run back, get the crew, get Sandman at the ship. I will bring help." 
 
    Blackweather shook his head. 
 
    "I have brought risk to them, and my path does not lie with them anymore. Leave it be, girl. Sandman knows the rules." 
 
    Deena looked around them at the now deserted arena flickering with midnight torches. 
 
    "We need to escape before the town guard gets here. We cannot offer explanation for all this. What we need is a horse, or a cart, something that can carry you." 
 
    Blackweather met her eyes and furrowed his brow. He sighed and fell silent for a long moment. 
 
    "Alright, wait a moment." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Just wait a moment." 
 
    Deena sat there, confused and exhausted. 
 
    Blackweather closed his good eye and his breathing slowed. Until Deena could not see his chest moving at all. For a moment she thought that he had died on her there and then and began to panic. She slapped his chest and called out his name. As her hand hit his fur, something within him began to glow. 
 
    Deena pulled her hand back, fearing she had done something unexpected with her magic. But she was certain it was not coming from her. 
 
    It looked similar to her own blessing, but was larger and less bright. Deena was sure that she could see Blackweather's heart glowing through his skin. Warm amber light that pulsed. 
 
    "What is this, what's happening?" 
 
    The Karkaren did not answer, as if he was in deep sleep. Deena began to hear a rumbling coming down the sloping entrance to the arena. The carriage of something huge. She felt the fear again, and looked around for a weapon she could carry. 
 
    "Cyrus, we need to get up, wake up, something's coming!" 
 
    Deena braced herself for whatever fight she could still muster, and stared at the dark entrance to the tunnel.  Something ran down into the arena, a huge beast of burden with shaggy coat and curling horns. It ran towards them with thundering hooves.   Deena noticed to her amazement that its own heart was aglow within its vast chest. The beast trotted up to them and stopped, snorting and sending a cloud of steam from its snout. A thick leather saddle was strapped to its back and a golden ring through its nose. 
 
    Deena looked from Blackweather to the huge beast and back. Both their glowing hearts began to fade. Blackweather opened one eye and smiled up at her. Deena's jaw dropped and she slapped his huge shoulder, making him wince. 
 
    “That’s what you can do? That's what the Karkaren Magus does? And you never mentioned?" 
 
    Blackweather held up a defensive hand, dripping with blood. 
 
    "Not every Karkaren, only the shaman amongst us. But since there might only be me left, then yes, that's what we can do." 
 
    Deena reached out to the huge beast, stroked its hot snout. It gave a low murmur and licked its lips. 
 
    "You control it?" 
 
    Blackweather shook his head. 
 
    "No, never control, not that. Wild things do what wild things do, never against their will. It's...a negotiation." 
 
    Deena stood before the creature and spoke in her politest, softest voice. It towered above her, drooling a little. 
 
    "I'm Deena. What are you?" 
 
    Blackweather struggled up to his haunches and put pressure on the wound on his shoulder. He winced and tested movement in the arm. 
 
    "It's a Japhar. Been used for centuries around these parts to carry heavy loads. Lovely creatures, very docile, clever too, though the locals wouldn't know it." 
 
    Deena reached out and stroked its fur. 
 
    "Hello big lad. We are in trouble and hurt. Will you help us? Carry us where we need to go?" 
 
    The Japhar bowed its shaggy head and clopped a fur lined hoof before her. Deena turned and smiled in amazement at Blackweather.  The Karkaren was on his feet now, but wounded and unsteady. He reached out and placed his hand on the side of the beast, which took his weight. Blackweather sighed and gathered his remaining strength. He cast a sidelong glance at Deena. 
 
    "Hold him steady while I get up. You'll have to guide him, I don't think I'll be conscious for long." 
 
    Deena held the beast as firmly as she could as the massive Karkaren hoisted himself into the saddle. Blackweather groaned and winced all the way up, but once he was in, even he looked small upon the Japhar's back. Deena struggled to get herself up but with a helping hand from Blackweather, she found herself sitting in front of him. Holding on to the reins of the giant beast. She tapped its neck . 
 
    "Onward, Japhar. Up we go. Onward!" 
 
    Behind her, Blackweather sighed, and closed his eye. He communed with the beast, and in a moment it set off up the slope and into the streets of Dashai. They moved through the moonlight whitewashed streets and past the intricate mosaics. Hardly seeing a soul as they journeyed. Once past a large orchard of limes, they found themselves at the limits of the town. Ahead was a long pale road that shone in the moonlight. 
 
    Deena looked up at the vast wheeling stars above her and the endless rocky desert ahead. Behind her, she felt Blackweather's thick blood soaking into her dress. She turned her head and looked up into his tired bruised eyes She could not conceal her concern. 
 
    "Will you live?" 
 
    The Karkaren gave a throaty chuckle and then coughed. 
 
    "I have no idea, Scorchling. If I don't bleed out tonight, then, aye, possibly. I'm lucky that way. It's not easy to kill the last of something. We cling to life with all our claws. " 
 
    Deena knew that if any creature could survive such wounds, it was Blackweather. She could only hope, and pray. 
 
    "We are going north, Cyrus. I don't know how many hundreds of miles. But its north. In the Bleaks. To Ironghast monastery." 
 
    Blackweather grunted and settled himself in the saddle, grimacing every time he moved. 
 
    "And what do we find there, Scorchling?" 
 
    Deena looked ahead down the long lonely pale road that led northwards through the desert. 
 
    "A weapon. Some kind of help to fight against the Sorrow. And others. Like me with the cinder of Angall’s light inside. One of them I keep seeing in my dreams. A boy.  I think he sees me too." 
 
    Cyrus grunted.  
 
    “I’d dread to be the boy in your dreams, Scorchling. Poor lad.  In your dreams, is he as annoying as you?” 
 
    Deena smiled. 
 
    “I think so, yes.” 
 
    She looked back at him and patted his furry chest. 
 
    "And there may be others like you. The last remaining creatures of magic to stand against the Sorrow.  Others of the Old Races with the Magus Heart within. We won’t be alone anymore, Cyrus.” 
 
    Blackweather sighed and nodded. 
 
    "That’s not necessarily a good thing, Scorchling. We come in all sorts of dangerous shapes and sizes." 
 
    They rode on out of Dashai, into the cold windy desert night. Blackweather's arms kept Deena warm as the evening drew on. And her head nodded with exhaustion in the saddle. A sudden thought woke her up a little, and she spoke behind her to the Karkaren. 
 
    "Captain, can I ask you a question?" 
 
    Blackweather grunted. 
 
    "I suppose so." 
 
    Deena squinted out to the twinkling desert stars. She wondered if they would ever reach the end of the road alive. 
 
    "Your magic dice. The bones of Livretti." 
 
    The low voice behind her. 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    Deena struggled to find the words. 
 
    "You were stood at the back of the crowd, when I was there at the auction. You were rolling them and they spoke to you, they glowed with magic and they gave you a message, didn't they?" 
 
    Blackweather breathed impatiently behind her. 
 
    "Mmmhmm." 
 
    Tiredness took her again, and she almost forgot what she wanted to ask. The rocking gait of the shaggy Japhar was sending her to sleep. With a start her head jerked up and she remembered. 
 
    "The Bones. Did the Bones really tell you to save me? Did your god speak to you, and come to our aid?" 
 
    Blackweather did not answer for a long moment. They rode on along the desert road, the orange lights of Dashai twinkling behind them in the distance. Then he took the strange sorcerous dice from his pocket and stretched his arm forward,. He held them in front of Deena. She had never seen them up close, and they were as eldritch as they were beautiful. As they turned in his hand, bizarre symbols appeared and then faded on each face, never to be seen again. Deena marvelled at a being so in tune with his god. 
 
    The deep voice of Blackweather rumbled in the saddle behind her. 
 
    "I have no idea, Scorchling. I can't read Livrettan runes." 
 
    Blackweather opened his hand and let the dice tumble from him and down on the sand below. Deena reached out to catch them but they were gone, lost in the desert night. Her thoughts swum in her head, trying to make sense of the captain's words. Blackweather rumbled behind her, and she could hear the smile in his voice. 
 
    "No one can."   
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    Alfred stood at the doors of the shrine room.  It was one of many locked doors in Ironghast.  But this one contained the rarest most powerful relic of all.  He had stood outside this door before Kobold had tried to murder him.  As before, Alfred could feel the power emanating from inside.   
 
    He was afraid to enter.   
 
    Invar put a hand on his shoulder and ushered him inside.  
 
    “This is the most sacred book in the entire monastery.  And there are many sacred books here.” 
 
    The room was small, hexagonal and built of pale marble.  In its centre was a raised dais and a plinth.  An open book sat upon the plinth.  It was like no book Alfred had ever seen.  
 
    It was a thick tome with a leather and iron cover.  The pages were covered in perfectly executed Angallic script.  Motes of pure golden magic drifted up from the pages.  Alfred could feel the power of it from the doorway.   
 
    The plinth was surrounded by a pale bubble of holy light.   
 
    Alfred realized that he had forgotten to breathe. 
 
    “It’s the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.” 
 
    Invar knelt down next to Alfred and interlocked his fingers in the sign of holy flame.  
 
    “And the most mysterious.  Scholars have spent their entire lives trying to decipher the text.  The first pages have been made some sense of.  But the rest is written in a dialect so old that probably only Angall himself could read it.” 
 
    Alfred felt an overwhelming urge to step forward and touch the book.  But he could sense that the bubble of light surrounding it was there to stop the curious doing exactly that.  
 
    Invar stood up and walked closer. He stared at the open book with a sense of humbleness and awe that Alfred had not seen before.  Alfred followed him in and gazed longingly at the ancient pages.  
 
    “It is called the Libram of Ashes. From what we can decipher, it is Angall’s prayerbook.” 
 
    Alfred slowly turned to face his mentor.  Invar fixed his gaze.               
 
    “But you already knew that, didn’t’ you?” 
 
    Invar smiled beneath his beard.  The golden light of the book was reflected in his eyes.  
 
    “Yes. When I looked through before, I could read the plaque. Not at first, but my eyes changed and it just sort of made sense.” 
 
    Invar nodded. 
 
    “The one who can read this book can perhaps use the spell work within.  A collection of blessings written in Angall’s own hand and used in the old war.  It is believed that the Torrent itself was formed through one of these prayers.  They are a level of magic that can un-knit worlds. Or knit new ones.” 
 
    Alfred reached a hand out to touch the book.  Invar’s hand shot out and grabbed his wrist.  
 
    “That protective enchantment that surrounds it.  It is worked especially to remove the skin of anyone who attempts to pass through it.” 
 
    Alfred drew his hands slowly back. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    They both stood admiring the sheer beauty of the libram.  Each mote of light that drifted from the pages and dissipated reminded Alfred of his own blessing.  Invar waved his hand past the floating cinders.  
 
    “They say that the holy light of Angall was brought with him in his long pilgrimage across the stars. He collected essence of starlight on his way here, and infused his chosen with it. This book is saturated with it.  As is your blood. And mine to a lesser degree.” 
 
    Alfred could not stop staring at the book.  His eyes scanned the open pages from outside the aura and he felt that strange tickling in his mind as the symbols began to make sense.  Fear stopped him and he tore his eyes away.  
 
    “Do you believe that I can use what is in this book, Invar?” 
 
    Invar stared at the book glowing on its pedestal.   
 
    “All I know is that it’s not of this world. And if you were not fortunate enough to be born with that second heart beneath your ribs, to even stand this close to it would burn your flesh to cinders. It only allows those it wants close to it to approach.” 
 
    Alfred again felt the overwhelming urge to touch the forbidden book.  
 
    Invar took a deep breath and took a step back towards the door.  
 
    “You are a bookworm, Alfred. I knew that seeing this would be special to you.” 
 
    Alfred hesitated before asking his next question.  
 
    “Is that why you brought me here?” 
 
    Invar glanced to the doors.  No one was there.  
 
    “Yes. And no.  If you have the ability to read that book, I wonder if one of the prayers in there might serve to help you in the darkness of the Torrent?  I mean, if the book created the Torrent, you’d think there might be something in there. Helpful to someone who could understand it, anyway.” 
 
    Alfred felt his heart flutter. He searched his mentor’s eyes.  
 
    “But I would be forbidden from doing so.” 
 
    Invar nodded.  
 
    “Absolutely.  No one is supposed to step beyond the threshold of that shield.  You would probably need a very particular blessing not to have the skin burned from your flesh by that magical shield to even try. Bluheart and the monks will want you to study the book, obviously, once they find out about your gift. They know that somewhere in there are secrets that can help defeat the Green King. But of course they wouldn’t allow you to take such a valuable thing into the Torrent with you.” 
 
    Alfred slowly turned back to face the Libram on its marble altar.  He heard Invar’s rumbling voice over his shoulder.  
 
    Alfred turned his head and saw the huge shadow of Invar in his peripheral vision.  He saw the old man stretch out his shoulders and heard him yawn.  
 
    “Well, it’s about time for an old bastard like me to retire to his chambers and get blind drunk then howl at the moon.  My bones ache.  Perhaps, considering the danger you will be facing in the Torrent, you might want to stay and pray a while, kneel before something so sacred?” 
 
    Alfred turned back to the Libram and gave a distracted nod.  
 
    “I will join you in a moment, Invar.” 
 
    The old paladin gave him a judgemental look.  
 
    “Well don’t be long.  Your swordsmanship training begins again after breakfast in the morning. You will need your rest. More bruises tomorrow.” 
 
    He turned and stomped off down the corridor, leaving Alfred alone in the shrine.  He stood staring at the Libram.   
 
    Alfred thought of the dangers that lay ahead of him.  No matter how much Invar and the monks here believed in him and the validity of his blessing, Alfred knew that he was not prepared.   The old fears rose in him, and all he wanted to do was run away.    
 
    He glanced behind him at the open door to the shrine room.  He could hear no footsteps or voices.  
 
    So he made a decision.  
 
    Alfred walked slowly up to the pedestal where the Libram rested.  Tiny motes of golden light drifted up from the pages.  He could feel the raw holy power emanating from it.  It was as terrifying as it was beautiful.   A relic from the age when gods still walked the world. So what Alfred was about to do was unforgivable.  
 
    He was a young man who more than anything wanted to become a librarian at a great repository and spend his life amongst rare and beautiful books of magic.  To desecrate any book was obscene. To desecrate this one was unthinkable.  
 
    Alfred closed his eyes and stepped through the bubble of pale light that protected the shrine.  It would have repelled almost everyone else in the world, no matter how pious or devout.   But it would not repel one blessed with Angall’s Whisper.  
 
    Alfred stood over the libram, breathing hard.  Sweat glistened on his forehead.   
 
    He reached out and lightly ran his fingers across the open pages.  A tingle of latent sorcery sent a shiver up his arm.   Slowly he turned the heavy pages, one at a time until he reached the forbidden section at the back.   The section written in red that screamed out a warning to anyone reading.   
 
    Forbidden.  Danger.  
 
    Alfred scanned each page. These were secret prayers. Ones that could only be used by those with Angall’s Whisper who had already communed with an archangel.  The warnings were very specific. If anyone else even attempted to speak these prayers they would be burned into dust within a single breath.    
 
    Alfred turned a page and let his eyes scan the Angallic script.  As he read, he realized why this section of the book was forbidden.  If the power this verse could conjure was true, it could destroy everything for miles and reduce Ironghast monastery to rubble.   
 
    Alfred raised his hand over the page and slowly lowered it.  Each inch his fingers got closer, the script began to glow a burning orange, as if from deep fissures in the earth.    
 
    Alfred tried to stop himself reading it, but it was drawing him in, compelling him.  He felt his own Magus Heart ignite and his eyes took on a golden hue.   
 
    He heard his voice reciting the first line of the page.  
 
    “A Prayer of Dusk and Fury…”  
 
    Alfred knew that the instant his hand connected to the page the prayer would activate and unimaginable power would be unleashed.  He knew it would bring Ironghast down upon his head.  
 
    He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and broke off the connection.  The letters on the page began to fade.  When the page returned to dormancy, Alfred looked up to the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    “Dear lord Angall. I know we haven’t spoken in a while. It’s me again, Alfred. Your favourite.  I’m sort of looking for pre-emptive forgiveness for what I’m about to do. I know it might seem like I’ve returned to my old troublesome ways, but er…I really do have a plan.” 
 
    With that Alfred deftly tore the page out of the book.   
 
    He folded it carefully, hid it within his robes, and left the shrine room as casually as he could.   
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