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    When Sorrows swept 
 
    The good King wept 
 
    To see such devils run 
 
    On Angall's Day 
 
    The brave men died 
 
    To rot beneath the sun. 
 
    The fires on green could clear be seen 
 
    With forest all aflame 
 
    As over the hill 
 
    The beasts did run 
 
    To play their Godless game 
 
    King Oligan stood against the Beasts 
 
    His Blazing Knights around 
 
    And when blades had done their butcher's work 
 
    No Sorrow could be found 
 
    The demon's gates 
 
    Those open sores 
 
    Forever bleeding Manticores 
 
    They sealed them fast 
 
    They sealed them tight 
 
    Good folks could sleep right through the night 
 
    And ever more 
 
    Was magic quiet 
 
    The preserve of the Gods 
 
    No spell was heard 
 
    No potion brewed 
 
    No Magus with enchanted rods 
 
    What no men say for fear of death 
 
    The day the magic died 
 
    That Oligan was Sorrow worse 
 
    'Neath golden crown he lied. 
 
    He lied to men he lied to Gods 
 
    He even lied to Beasts 
 
    Witchfinders stern now scour the land 
 
    So on magic He can feast. 
 
      
 
    The Song of Tongueless men.  
 
    Outlawed verse.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    1 
 
    "See that Invar? In the distance, next to the beast's lair?" 
 
    Invar strained his eyes through the smoke and clashing swords. 
 
    "What am I looking for, Sir Godwine? All I see is death." 
 
    Hooves shook the ground. Men cried out for mercy and the dying crawled away from drowning in muddy puddles. Flies buzzed around the battlefield. The previous week of rain had softened the red earth creating a mire of fiery clay. 
 
    Screams so loud Invar's ears hurt. Tearing metal screeching as Manticore claws incised lesser knights from their armor. Men shivering vulnerable as mollusks, prized open to reveal succulent defenseless bodies. Invar knew there was no easing your way into witnessing death. It was an initiation as sudden as falling from a cliff. 
 
    Invar Ironbound didn't like the word crusade. It had an awful death-or-glory sound. 
 
    A squire amidst his first battle when a Manticore's venom took his Master's life. A hideous death branding Invar's memory for years. What Ulric Godwine passed to him was a burden he could never set down.  
 
    His Master was a Knight of the Blaze and unyielding zealot bathed in the blood of god. They terrified their own armies, riding headlong at a thousand enemies. Their armor burst into flame with the light of Angall. Creating glorious tales recited to harp song at palace banquets. 
 
    Witnessing glory was horrific. 
 
    Seared flesh stuck to armor like crackling pork. The iron stench of blood assaulted Invar. Innards spattered every shining piece of armor sinking in the mud below. Men staggered through a mire of swamp, guts and tears as they tried to get to the enemy. An enemy no sane man would approach. 
 
    No sane men remained in the war. Rumor was, Knights of the Blaze were not men at all. They communed with holy power from a time when gods walked the world. 
 
    When Invar stared at his Master, he didn't much like the look of his future. 
 
    On the hill overlooking the carnage Invar carried a broadsword as long as he was tall. Blessings of Angall swirled on the metal. He staggered with the weight and wondered how any living man could swing it in battle. A giant of a man in full golden plate stood on the prow of the hill surveying the scene below. When Invar was close the man reached out and plucked the sword from him like tableware. Godwine pointed a gauntlet across the battlefield. Invar saw a fissure in the red stone cliffs where the beasts carved their lair. 
 
    "That little cave there, boy. Nigh hidden in the valley. That's where we have to get to." 
 
    Fear made Invar laugh. He looked across the sea of blades and claws. 
 
    "Master, that's madness. How can we-" 
 
    Sir Godwine raised a hand. 
 
    "Bring me my horse." 
 
    Invar shivered and cursed the blessing Angall had bestowed on him. He had no desire to be like his Master. In truth he thought the Knights of the Blaze madmen. He feared the initiations they had to endure to commune with holy power. He heard the odds when he first arrived at temple. About one in twenty survived the ordeals. 
 
    The death-or-glory philosophy again; the one Invar struggled to enthuse for. 
 
    He didn't mind the glory part. He'd told many a girl in Old Vassonia's brothels about how he would gallop into battle on his dappled charger. In truth in those days of teenage carousing, he'd never been more than a day's ride from the city. From behind he could never see the girls rolling their eyes and counting the silver on the pillow. He'd drunk with friends in taverns and raced horses in the forest with other young noblemen. 
 
    A blossoming birth defect changed everything. A mutation noticed when he was fifteen meant the aristocracy would never accept him. A visit to the barber-surgeon and the leech produced no diagnosis. A painful examination at Angall's temple showed he had the Magus Heart above his liver. So he had been both shunned and honored. Given to the temple of Angall, a life of devotion and war in the name of god and king. 
 
    Nowadays he scrubbed armor free of mud and brushed stinking horses. He carried Sir Godwine's huge shield. He complained about these thankless tasks, craving only swordsmanship training and adoration by the poor. 
 
    As he looked across the battlefield there was nowhere in the world he less wanted to be. He realized he was quite happy polishing armor the rest of his days. 
 
    Too late though. The fanatic he was bound to decided they would ride full tilt through a battlefield. Invar wondered if it might be better to kill himself now. 
 
    The Manticores had come from the East in ancient times. Like all of the Old Races, they were born with the Magus Heart. Now they encroached on civilized lands. King Oligan declared there had been no greater threat to the kingdom in two hundred years. He declared them unnatural beasts, tyrants and eaters of men. Until his knights eradicated them not a single child in the land could sleep safe. King Oligan had led the charge against them in the campaign and suffered grave wounds in the melee from one of their young.  
 
    Now, weeks later, the army had beaten them back to their lair. The King had promised the people when the beasts were extinct he would allow no more unsanctioned magic to curse the world. Sorcery outlawed, warlocks exiled, fleshmancers neutered. If they attempted personal gain from their enchantment clerics would suffer excision. Few people survived that surgery. The King would ensure no unnatural disaster befell the land again. The paladins all carried the Magus Heart but had been given royal dispensation while they carried out the King's work.  
 
    "Master, what could be in that cave that we must ride through this? It is self-slaughter." 
 
    Godwine looked down at the young man. The old paladin's muscled torso a contrast to his craggy face and iron grey hair.  
 
    "Aye, lad that it might be. But our way is to run straight at a problem." 
 
    Invar swallowed and strapped his own sword to his belt. He readied his Master's horse. 
 
    "Has it crossed your mind, sire, that might be the reason why so few of us are left?" 
 
    Sir Godwine laughed. They had different ideas of humor. 
 
    "You know I might not be cut out to be a member of this order, Master? My natural inclination is to run in the other direction." 
 
    "Well of course you do. You're headstrong and need some discipline knocked into you, Invar, but you're not a fool." 
 
    Invar helped his Master climb on the armored horse and he skipped up on the saddle behind him. The size of his teacher was Invar's only bit of luck. He perched behind a living shield. He could not see the maelstrom they rode into. 
 
    Invar's heart reverberated off the metal plate of his Master. His sweat-slick hands could not grip the pauldrons. As the horse cantered he had the fear of falling off amidst the melee. 
 
    "Brace yourself Invar, this will be a rough ride." 
 
    Godwine held his sword high. Invar did the same and almost dropped it in the mud. Godwine shouted down to the raging battle and his sword glowed as molten metal. 
 
    "Illumination!" 
 
    Invar held his own sword aloft and his voice broke. 
 
    "Angall and the...and the king!" 
 
    The horse picked up pace, charging down into the smoke, blood and steel. Within moments the first Manticore bounded close. It made Invar want to let go of Godwine's armor and run as fast as he could back up the hill. He shouted out in terror. 
 
    "The King is right. These beasts are from the pit! We cannot let them reach the cities!" 
 
    Godwine swept his sword in a wide arc as one of the creatures spied them and lunged.  A beast as big as their horse. As the jaws came close, Godwine's blade swung around and bit into its scaled neck. A blessed blade and the strength of Godwine's massive arm could not sever the head. It hacked deep and the beast reeled back, raining bright blood over them both. Godwine spurred the horse and they charged through the rising waves of steel. Invar could not look. He winced at the wet crunch of steel against scale three more times as they galloped. 
 
    When Invar opened his eyes he tried to take in the battle around him. The stench was terrible, the clash of steel overwhelming. 
 
    Conscripts and banner men made up most of the army. Spear men and foot soldiers fought in gauntlet and helm with padded jack to keep out the beast's claws. The hundred or so paladins left in the order stood scattered among them like golden statues. Each one of them half as tall again as the foot soldiers that rallied around him. Like moths to a golden flame. 
 
    The ancient order had been called to arms after centuries of quiet meditation. Called by the king to fight the Manticores and other Old Races threatening the realm. Their blessed armor the only thing could deflect the monster's hurled barbs. Not forever though. Many had fallen in the crusade and now only a few remained. 
 
    The relationship between the Knights of the Blaze and the monarchy had always been tense. The order was independent. More secretive and loyal to the holy light than to any royal household. They had been more priestly than martial for centuries. Now once again they carried the blade. 
 
    This was the life Invar was being raised in. A future in a dying order of religious fanatics who galloped headlong into certain death. Temptation sometimes called him to take a knife to his own belly and excise the Magus Heart. To cut himself normal, so he could go back to a life of hunting, drinking and whoring with other spoiled upstarts. 
 
    Invar opened his eyes as the metal clashed around him. Blood spattered his face and he caught the eye of a dying soldier. The man was little older than Invar, and looked up at him with imploring eyes as a Manticore feasted on him. His hands batted the creature's jaws with ever weakening blows.  
 
    Invar tore his gaze away as they drew level with a crooked fissure in the rock wall. Godwine steadied the horse and gestured for his squire to dismount. Invar lowered himself to the ground, his legs shaky and weak. He stared at the abyss before them and the ground vibrated as Godwine's boots thudded down. He pointed his sword at the cave. 
 
    "That's where we're headed lad." 
 
    Invar shivered and tightened the grip on his own sword. 
 
    "What's in there, sire?" 
 
    Godwine chewed his moustache. 
 
    "Hope. Hope that the world can be remade." 
 
    Invar caught an expression of sorrow pass across the old man's face. The dread rose in him. 
 
    "Sire, you mean to stop the war, don't you?" 
 
    Godwine looked at his squire. 
 
    "When trained and inducted into the order, many old secrets will be privy to you. The Order of the Blaze kept books and secret knowledge hidden from all, even the king, for centuries. We formed to stand guard against the return of The Sorrow, but we are men and not all-wise, Invar. We have been fooled, and manipulated, and seduced like all men can be. You will realize that the life of a paladin is a struggle between duty and conscience. Our armor should be gold, but is most often stained red. We don't get many choices. Those we do make are important." 
 
    Invar looked ahead at the blackness and shivered. 
 
    "If we go in that cave, are we coming back out?" 
 
    Godwine patted his shoulder. 
 
    "Two hearts walk in, two hearts walk out." 
 
    The paladin and his young squire strode towards the fissure with a rattle of plate and mail. Sunlight glared down and illuminated Godwine's golden armor like a dying star. As they stepped over the threshold cool air washed over them. But there was an offensive stench beneath. Something feral and rotten. They strode deeper into the gloom. 
 
    It grew black as they advanced into the tunnels but Godwine's armor shone with its own light. Cave paintings upon the rock depicted primitive stick men hunting giant sabretooth lions. Invar pointed to the walls. 
 
    "Are these the ancestors of the Manticores? Have they always encroached upon us?" 
 
    Godwine nodded. 
 
    "Aye, some say so. But it is said they fought alongside men during the war against the Sorrow. Alliances can fade in a thousand years." 
 
    Invar squinted into the dark ahead. 
 
    "The Sorrow was worse than these monsters?" 
 
    Godwine's face shone in the eerie light from his armor.  
 
    "Invar the Sorrow was fear itself. Some men went mad just looking at it. It was a mockery of creation and it damn near killed us all. The order exists only to keep wary eye out for its return." 
 
    Invar felt a shiver. He could not imagine anything more terrifying than these Manticores. The very idea of the Sorrow gave him nightmares.  
 
    "Sire, why are there no guards? We meet no resistance." 
 
    Godwine raised a hand to hush his squire's echoing voice. 
 
    "They have been stood down. Prior to the meeting." 
 
    Invar frowned. He did not understand what his Master could mean, but his stomach lurched. 
 
    "Who are we meeting?" 
 
    Godwine worked his jaw. He stopped and kneeled, drawing the squire into a crouch 
 
    "When you commune with the holy light, Invar, everything is clear. The thoughts and intentions of god feel like the sharp peel of trumpets and the beat of war drums. They are singular in a way a man's thoughts can never be. But a man doubts his motivations, desires, and ambition. A man's doubt is his strength. Without questioning ourselves, our actions, our place in the scheme of things, we are lost. We can think we are servants of the light, but we may be disciples of the dark. Our doubt prevents us becoming tyrants." 
 
    Invar saw sadness creep on his master's face.  
 
    A voice echoed in the tunnel ahead, a sonorous instrument. 
 
    "He is ready for you." 
 
    Invar looked round and two Manticores stood in the tunnel. Their manes bristled with spikes. The claws of their forelegs scored the stone. Invar raised his sword in shaking hand. 
 
    "Get back beast!" 
 
    The creatures did not look at him. They bowed their heads at the paladin next to Invar. 
 
    "Sir Godwine, follow us." 
 
    Invar's sword lowered in time with his jaw. He turned to his Master in disbelief. 
 
    "Sire?" 
 
    Godwine stood to his full height and adjusted his cloak. He squeezed the boy's shoulder. 
 
    "We're meeting the Pridelord. To strike a bargain." 
 
    Invar could not believe his ears. He pointed his sword at the giant beasts. 
 
    "Master they will kill us. They are eaters of men. We cannot trust them. What about the king?" 
 
    Godwine walked through a tunnel as the Manticores indicated. They glared at Invar as he passed. 
 
    "The role of the king is to protect the people, Invar. The role of the paladin order is to safeguard the kingdom against the return of the Sorrow. What do we do then, when the king is the threat?" 
 
    Invar did not understand, but he did not want to stand alone with the Manticores. He followed his Master, eyeing them as he passed. He walked into a wide natural cave stuck with stalagmites and stalactites, gaping like the jaws of a deep sea fish. Golden treasures lay scattered the floor lit by flickering torches. 
 
    On a natural outcrop of rock sat the Pridelord. 
 
    Twice the size of his subjects, his mane was a sweeping flame of red. Scales shone iridescent like oil on water, making him a living jewel in the firelight. On his head, nestled among bristling spines, a golden crown studded with emeralds. He sat proud as a lion but his face was unlike the bestial visage of his subjects. An unsettling mixture of animal and man, the eyes burning with pride and intelligence. The cultured mouth was regal, the nose aquiline. He was a prince of monsters. Invar was in awe of the being. Intelligence he could never have imagined burned in his fierce eyes.  
 
    The Pridelord’s golden eyes fixed on the paladin. When he spoke his voice was beautiful to the ear and deep. 
 
    "It seems foolish, all the blood, when we are stood here like civilized creatures." 
 
    Sir Godwine removed his helmet and bowed of his head. 
 
    "I am here, as promised, to honor our arrangement." 
 
    The Pridelord smiled, flashing a mouthful of fangs. 
 
    "So you figured it out, Sir Godwine? The nature of this endless war? Who the real enemy is?" 
 
    Godwine let his helmet clatter to the ground. It looked like an act of despair and the sound echoed around the chamber. 
 
    "A paladin lives his life in definites. We point our sword towards the enemy and we charge. We stand in the light and we fight the dark. It used to be so clear, the line between day and night. Now all is grey." 
 
    The Pridelord grinned with satisfaction. His eyes flicked to Invar and the squire's guts turned to water. He could not meet the creature's gaze. The Pridelord was as magnificent as he was terrifying. 
 
    "And who is this whelp? Your son?" 
 
    "My squire." 
 
    The Pridelord cast Invar a disdainful glance. 
 
    "This is your emissary? You trust this pup with so great a responsibility?" 
 
    Godwine looked at Invar and nodded. 
 
    "As if he were my own. More than I trust you, Manticore." 
 
    The Pridelord sat back on his haunches and his tail flickered. His lesser brethren sported clusters of thorny barbs but their lord's tail was that of a scorpion. 
 
    "We are not the threat that you thought, tin man. We eat your kind when we hunger, but did not invade. Your leader hunts us. Because he thinks us a threat to his real masters." 
 
    Sir Godwine's fingers clasped his sword tighter. The Manticore gave a low hiss. Godwine slowly relaxed his grip. 
 
    "I do not forgive you for what you are. The boy is right. You are a tyrant and all your kind are predators. It is in your blood to hunt and kill the children of men." 
 
    The Pridelord gave a dismissive flick of his mane. The barbs bristling from it gleamed metallic. 
 
    "Of course it is in our nature. Hens and rabbits gather in parliaments to demonize the fox,  never seeing the fox feed its young. " 
 
    Godwine squared his shoulders and snorted. 
 
    "Then you should know that the chickens never mourn the fox's passing." 
 
    The Pridelord laughed, and it was a sound of charm and grace. Invar realized the true power of these creatures was not their claws or barbs. It was their terrible beauty. The creature looked down upon them with the air of a diplomat. 
 
    Invar blurted out. 
 
    "Our king is sworn to eradicate you. You will not prevail." 
 
    Godwine straightened his belt and cast an awkward glance at the boy. He raised his hand to gesture for quiet. The Pridelord’s eyes burned into the squire. Invar could not meet his gaze. 
 
    "Does he always talk like this?" 
 
    Godwine sighed. 
 
    "He will make a fine paladin, but he does not know the world and all its treachery the way we do." 
 
    Invar found his courage from somewhere. He did not plan to succumb to this monster's silky charm. 
 
    "King Oligan will see you dead." 
 
    The Pridelord shrugged. 
 
    "How is your beloved king these days, since his little prick from our youngest? I hear it had quite the effect on his handsome looks." 
 
    The king was almost never seen in public. Only in his full ceremonial armor and elaborate mask. In the weeks since his injuries at the hands of a Manticore he had become a recluse hidden away in the palace. 
 
    "Your king is hell bent on our annihilation. He realized that our little sting is one of the few things in your world that can harm him. He fears and mistrusts every creature with the Magus in his heart, including the sons and daughters of men born with it. He fears what other secret abilities might exist in the world that could threaten him. That could harm his masters. I hope you weren't born with the Magus Heart above your liver, little squire. You know your monarch will have it ripped out once he has no use for you? All you tin men have unnatural light within you, don't you? You all have the Magus. Are you not blasphemers and traitors? Outlaws like me?" 
 
    Invar was more confused than ever. He squared his shoulders before the beast and recited words drummed into him since childhood. 
 
    "We give ourselves up to the service of Lord Angall, and our magic flows from him. It does not serve us and we do not control it. Magic is the preserve of the Gods. We are but conduits. The king protects us. He stands against the wild forces of outlawed sorcery that batter at our walls." 
 
    The Pridelord laughed. It was a beautiful sound like a stringed instrument. 
 
    "Does he now? How noble of him. Hidden in his palace, drawing all magic to him like a beacon. Like the eye of a storm." 
 
    Invar had a horrible feeling of dread in his guts. The torches on the walls played tricks on his eyes. The undercurrent of rotting meat was making him nauseated. Beetles and rats crawled through the fetid straw on the floor. Godwine growled low and bitter. 
 
    "The beast is right. The king outlawed many things. Soon he will outlaw us too. The paladins are a threat to him. We serve Angall and justice before all. He holds no true place for that. We were a means to an end. An end to the threats posed against him. Now we are part of that threat." 
 
    The Pridelord leaned in close. 
 
    "The only thing your king outlawed, boy, is everyone else using sorcery. Access to resources is what makes for power, pup, be it water, meat or magic." 
 
    Godwine knelt beside Invar. In the shadows his face looked more lined and troubled than Invar had ever seen it. He leaned in close and spoke to his squire. 
 
    "Why was the Order of the Blaze formed, Invar, so many centuries ago?" 
 
    Invar recalled the scriptures of the Order. He had recited them hundreds of times. 
 
    "We stand watch against the return of The Sorrow. We look for the plague that scarred the world when Angall and the gods still walked its surface. We watch, and we keep the secrets given to us by Angall's Riddles. We are a light in dark nights." 
 
    Godwine's face became grave. 
 
    "The Sorrow is returning, Invar. It has come back, and we did not see it happening. They have been amongst us, their disciples plotting and planning for years. Dismantling our defenses, destroying everything that might pose a threat. The only thing that drove back the Sorrow before was our last vestiges of magic. It still nearly killed us all." 
 
    Invar shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    "But we would know. The Order would know, and the king would know!" 
 
    Godwine stared deep into his squire's eyes. Willing him to understand the darkest of truths. 
 
    "The King does know, Invar. The agents of the Sorrow seduced our king Oligan Rathratta long ago. I am sorry, boy, but we have been crusading on behalf of the devils that would damn us. Never did the darkness pull off a craftier trick." 
 
    Invar stood and stumbled back, eyeing the paladin and Pridelord in despair. 
 
    "This can't be true." 
 
    The voice of the Pridelord carried over Invar's shoulder. It sent shivers down his spine. 
 
    "You think we are monsters, boy. But we are nothing compared to the oldest enemy. To you the Sorrow is old tales and fables from books. I was there when they invaded the first time, a thousand years ago. I saw what they did to the world. Magic is addictive to the Sorrow. It is honey to them. And our world is a sweet fruit it will never leave alone."  
 
    The Pridelord leapt down off his podium of rock, landing without a sound on four clawed feet. His tail curved high and the barb dripped green venom. 
 
    "One day you will realize the reality of your world. When that day comes you will need my gift. For it can set you free." 
 
    Invar stepped back away from the beast. Despite his regal bearing, the Manticore stank of blood and musk. 
 
    "A gift?" 
 
    The Pridelord reached into a straw covered niche at the base of the podium. He brought out a black egg, bigger than Invar's head. He held it out in something that was somewhere between hand and paw. 
 
    Invar backed away further. 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    The Manticore cocked his head and regarded the black egg. 
 
    "It is to be my son. It is the last of us, the final unhatched Manticore. We are another of the Old Races come and gone." 
 
    Invar shook his head. 
 
    "Why would I take that?" 
 
    Godwine squeezed his shoulder. 
 
    "Because one day, Invar, the world will be remade, and this may be our hope to do it. We cannot save today, but we may be able to save tomorrow, or many tomorrows from now." 
 
    The golden eyes of the Pridelord burned into Alfred's back but he drew close and whispered to his Master. 
 
    "Me? I'm not even a paladin yet. I have not undergone the rituals; I may not even survive it. Sire, I'm no one." 
 
    Godwine smiled in pity at the burden he laid upon his squire.  
 
    "The King keeps eyes and ears everywhere. You will be someone, I promise you that. But now, today, no one is better." 
 
    The Pridelord placed the egg at his feet and padded around them. It made Invar uneasy. 
 
    "Your king will hunt you until the end of your days. You will safeguard something he now knows how to fear. Your life will be one of pious devotion. Taking care of a creature that will hate you for killing its race. That will poison and eat you if it can, that is as you describe, a monster. Yet you will guard what you see as an aberration with your life. That will be your days." 
 
    Invar looked at the egg. It looked like smooth black glass. It did not reflect the firelight as if made of so dense a blackness light could not escape it. His gaze became absorbed in the obsidian and he began to fall into a trance. Only the distant sound of shouting and swords clashing awoke him. He turned to Sir Godwine. The old paladin turned to the tunnels behind them and tightened the grip on his sword. 
 
    "They are coming." 
 
    The Pridelord glanced to the tunnel entrance and his own claws flexed. 
 
    "Your golden host is at my gates. We are few in number and we will lose. We can expect no mercy from the likes of men. My only peace of mind is we have reduced your paladins to a motley band, soon to be extinguished too. Your king would kill you for this treason, Godwine. Your Order of the Blaze reduced to nothing but ashes. " 
 
    Godwine drew a sigil in the sandy floor of the cave and knelt before it. 
 
    "This is the rune of the Phoenix, Manticore. One of the symbols of our order. We will become ashes but many things may rise from ashes. This cave is the last stand for us both. There is no more sunshine for either of us, no new dawn. But for the world perhaps, in days we will never see." 
 
    The Pridelord peered at Invar and brought a huge claw up towards his head. Invar froze as the beast toyed with him like a mouse. 
 
    "You trust this pup with the future of my kind and your own wretched order?" 
 
    Godwine nodded. 
 
    "He is a boy now, but he will grow strong. His strength now is that the king does not see him. He knows I have betrayed him so he will never trust any paladin again. The boy will not even enter his mind." 
 
    The clashing of steel and the screams of men echoed closer down the tunnel now. Invar could see shadows flickering on the walls. Godwine picked up the black egg and placed it in a leather satchel. He gathered a handful of items from his pack and placed them inside, and then thrust the bag to Invar. The Pridelord looked reluctant to allow the tiny human to take ownership of his legacy. For a moment his lips curled back to reveal lethal teeth, but it morphed into a restrained smile. 
 
    "You have thought where to send him?" 
 
    Godwine stood tall by the tunnel entrance, as the sounds of battle grew closer. 
 
    "I have. There is a remote place in the outer rim, an abbey in the shadow of the Torrent. It is a place where many lost and hunted things find refuge. It will mask his presence. Until the time comes to act. " 
 
    The Pridelord padded over to the tunnel entrance and unsheathed his claws. 
 
    "Speaking of acting, don't you think it's about time for our final act, paladin?" 
 
    Godwine looked to the terrifying talons and the golden eyes of the Manticore. He gave the beast a smile and shrugged. 
 
    "Aye, Pridelord. I do." 
 
    The Manticore turned to Invar and pointed to the back of the chamber. 
 
    "Behind the throne, there is a small tunnel, big enough for the likes of you. It will lead you out of the mountain where a fresh horse awaits you. Do not delay." 
 
    Godwine grabbed Invar by the arm and squeezed. 
 
    "Invar, you must take this, keep it safe, nurture it. This map will tell you where to go. This letter will explain all that you must do. Seek out the brotherhood and ask for the man in the letter. He will take you in. He is sympathetic to our cause. I am sorry to have burdened you with this, at so young an age. But it seems almost everything is a compromise with the darkness these days." 
 
    Invar stood there, holding the bag and overwhelmed by the burden that sat upon him. 
 
    "I still don't understand everything sire. It’s all happening too fast." 
 
    Godwine gave his madman's laugh again, echoing in the cavern. It was the last time that Invar would ever hear it. 
 
    "You're going out to the Bleaks where magic still rules. I'd get used to that feeling." 
 
    Invar tried to protest but Godwine shoved him towards the small tunnel behind the throne. 
 
    "Go, go!" 
 
    Invar backed away, as his Master turned and raised his sword. The Pridelord hunkered down and his barbed tail rose up in defence. A desperate gathering of Knights of the Blaze and Manticores piled into the chamber. 
 
    Sir Godwine and the Pridelord became embroiled in the melee. They stared at one another for a moment. Then they both charged at the forces of the other side. Their moment of diplomacy over, they were mortal enemies once again.  
 
    A massive Manticore swiped its claws at Godwine. The barbed tail thrust, dripping poison. The blessed blade deflected the monster's barb two or three times. Godwine staggered back. As he struggled to regain his balance the sting penetrated his throat. Godwine's skin bubbled and liquefied. His flesh ran off his face like butter and his screams choked. 
 
    Invar cried out. The Pridelord glanced askance at him through the falling and rising blades. He smiled. Only then did Invar notice a paladin's blade had impaled the beast through the heart. Invar caught the creature's golden eyes. Something passed between them. An emotion like a riddle Invar would see in his dreams. 
 
    Some survival instinct made his boots move. Before he knew it Invar was running down the narrow tunnel towards a pinpoint of light in the distance. After five minutes the sounds of battle faded far behind him. He emerged into glaring sunlight shielding his eyes. 
 
    Sure enough, there was a strong brown stallion tethered to a burnt tree, watered and fed. Invar approached it, stroking it to gain its trust. He struggled to take in the events of the morning. His first taste of battle, the blood and the flies. His first sighting of a Manticore up close, its stinking breath and yellow fangs. Invar was still coming to grips with his Master's treason.  
 
    King Oligan was in league with the Sorrow? A force that wanted to conquer and feed on the world? It made no sense to Invar. His world was turned upside down.  
 
    He tugged open the satchel and looked at the obsidian egg. 
 
    It terrified him. The potential of it. Stuffed next to it he found an old hide map, a water skin, and a letter waxed shut with Godwine's seal. Invar took a few sips of water and looked out to the bleak scrub land stretching to the horizon. He studied the map.  
 
    Ironghast monastery.  
 
    A refuge for outcasts, it said. Those afflicted with magic. It seemed like the ends of the world. He sat on his horse watching the orange sun set behind the distant red rock mountains. As he spurred the horse, Invar Ironbound realized he still didn't like the word crusade. His was to be a long, secret crusade. He would be hunted for almost fifty years. 
 
    Until the day a boy arrived at the monastery, bringing hope and destruction in equal measure.  
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    47 years later... 
 
    Old Vassonia.  
 
    Seminary school for the Temple of Angall, Lord of Illumination.  
 
      
 
    Alfred rumpled the bedclothes in his feverish dream... 
 
    The chamber beneath the city. The one he never wants to find. The one he always ends up trapped in. Every night the setting of his dreams the same. They are surrounded. Entombed. Mutated limbs batter the door. He can hear them slavering and groaning beyond the stone. Ravenous for warm souls.  
 
    He has friends with him. Some alive and some dead at his feet. A last stand as always.  
 
    He looks down at his armored fist. It grasps a hammer not of this world. The head crystalline and glowing bright.  
 
    The girl is beside him. The terrifying armored crusader with flame hair. She smiles as she readies her sword. She has the eyes of a zealot. He is as afraid of her as he is of the monsters outside. She makes his heart quicken.  
 
    The misshapen fists batter the door again. A monstrous heartbeat shaking the dust in the air.  
 
    The stench of blood and rotting flesh. The hordes on the other side are not living things. They are puppets. Possessed and controlled by a spiderweb mind probing the air around them, old and malevolent. The long reach of the Green King.  
 
    The stone gives way in a cloud of dust. The creatures pour in like slime. Individual cadavers powered by the curse. Oily tendrils erupt from their mouths, searching the dark for living meat. Aberrations reforged from corpses crawl over them, entire bodies serving as limbs and appendages.  
 
    This is the offence of the Sorrow. It bends the beautiful shapes of life into ugliness. It commandeers nature to sate its addiction, the one thing that nourishes it.  
 
    Magic.  
 
    And like a leech it drains the world.  
 
    "They are coming!" 
 
    He watches the swarm of risen dead pour into the chamber. They slip over each other's decaying flesh in desperation to reach the source of the sorcery. The stench is overwhelming.  
 
    Yet he is not afraid. Not at this moment. And this is strange because he always thought himself a coward. He feels the power rise within him. A searing light blistering the monster's skin.  
 
    The flame haired girl looks across. Her armor is glowing. Her eyes are not human. They have become silver like perfect coins, reflecting the spirit within.  
 
    As the swarm of risen and warped surround them, the girl raises her sword.  
 
    "I'm proud to be here with you, Alfred Sorrowhammer." 
 
    This is how he always knows it's a dream. No one has ever called him anything so grand in the waking world. He feels the battle-lust rise in him. The overwhelming urge to cleanse the poison surrounding them with burning holy light.  
 
    Every night Alfred finds the dream absurd and terrifying. This and the other visions plaguing him, in sleep or waking life.  
 
    Alfred who has never picked up a weapon. Alfred who walks from the sound of raised voices. Alfred who loves wine and song and books. Alfred who knows nothing of outlawed sorcery. Alfred who has only read of battles.  
 
    Alfred who is always... 
 
      
 
    Late. 
 
    Late as always. 
 
    Alfred opened his eyes and sat up, drenched in sweat. He was about to become the first acolyte in six hundred years to allow an eternal flame to extinguish. He shot out of bed and slipped on his tangled sheets. 
 
    "Not my fault, not my fault." 
 
    He had slept through the rising dawn. He missed cockerel's crow. He dozed through insistent banging on pots as older acolytes paraded down the hall. 
 
    He pulled his coarse robes over his head and struggled to find the sleeves. The panic was in him now. 
 
    Vanity was not encouraged among clerics. Yet mirrors and prisms abounded in the seminary. They reflected the beauty of light, and Angall was the god of illumination. Alfred stood before a polished silver plate and brushed down his unruly hair. His lips still stained with last night's wine. He reassured his bedraggled reflection. 
 
    "You can still make it. No one will notice if you run." 
 
    He had a bruised eye and no memory of how it occurred. The previous night flashed in his splitting skull. 
 
    The Inn! The imported wine! 
 
    Alfred had only meant to have a cup. Just a taste. It had traveled all the way from Haj'ir, the sweetest grape producer in the south. It would have been impolite to turn it down. He had been out in town spreading the good word when a friend had hailed him from the doorway of the inn. What more sociable place to talk of the glory of the gods than a friendly inn? 
 
    Symbolic rituals celebrated illumination in seminary schools to Angall. The eternal flames were the most prominent. A different acolyte tended the sanctuary brazier every morning. To ensure it burned forever. It represented the first spark of light illuminating the universe. Sacred to every follower. Letting it extinguish would sabotage a tradition maintained by Alfred's forbears for centuries. Alfred shoved on scuffed sandals and shook his head clear of fog and pain. He was in trouble as usual. Master Phillip would have him flogged for this.  
 
    This was not the first time he had awoken in a stupor. He used wine to dull the nightmares. The terrors had plagued his sleep for as long as he could remember. He joined the priestly order to escape them but they had followed. Meditation could help a little. Prayer could ease the ghosts of those troubled dreams during the waking hours. But so far, nothing worked quite as well as wine. At home in Durn he had felt like an embarrassment and a freak. More than that, a danger to his family and all those around him. It did not do to be different in a small town. That could attract the attention of the royal Witchfinders. No one wanted their attention.  
 
    But hermits and monks could experience visions and prophecies. It went with the territory. If the magic came from the gods and did not benefit the receiver, the king tolerated it. Within the thick walls of a temple, eccentric devotees to various gods could rant and rave and pine to the heavens to their heart's content. The Witchfinders turned a blind eye.  
 
    He threw open the shutters of the dormitory and the sunlight poured in. Pigeons scattered up into the morning sky. The seminary school captured the glory of the dawn. As Alfred blinked and his head shot with pain, his eyes adjusted to the trimmed lawns in the temple square. The orchard garden below the window of his dormitories sent up the heady smell of fruits and almonds. 
 
    Clerics walked the shady cloisters with piles of books in hand. Humble acolytes swept the paths clean with brooms, trimming the fruit trees. A few older priests huddled beneath the shade of an almond tree with open books. Debating Angall's Riddles. 
 
    No warning bells pealed. No temple guard clattered up the steps to arrest him. No lightning bolts from the heavens struck him down. Alfred squinted through wine-addled eyes at the sheltered workings of temple life. He had one all-consuming and beautiful thought. An undiluted ode to selfishness. 
 
    "I can get away with this, if I hurry." 
 
    Running down the corridors with his robes hitched up, his skinny legs flashed. Priests and teachers gave him dark looks as he sprinted by. Disrupting the serenity of the morning. 
 
    "Coming through, temple business!" 
 
    Alfred stumbled and fell twice, his sandals catching in the hem of his robes. He suffered bruising to shin and pride but carried on his panicked dash to the altar room. 
 
    Wine was not forbidden to the order. Priests had fermented and drank glow-wine infused with cinnamon and herbs for centuries. They sold it in markets as a restorative tonic. The powers that be did frown upon frequenting taverns. Missing curfew. Drunkenness. Selfishness and vanity. Alfred was an acolyte of two years. Expected to be a humble exemplar of good behavior. His reputation did not support this ideal. 
 
    Alfred ran through the Hall of Long Light. He weaved between twisted pillars carved with reliefs of world history. The early morning sun shone in a river of color through the prismatic skylight. A shimmering illusion of stained glass hanging in the air. Alfred ran through it, a ruffled crow through a rainbow, sandals slapping the stone. 
 
    His face was a ruddy glow of wine-reeking sweat. He panted as he muttered a rambling prayer under his breath. 
 
    "Dear Lord Angall, it's me, Alfred. Now, I know I'm your favored neophyte compared to these other boorish old pedants. But you might be a little annoyed about this. It's not that I meant to get drunk last night or sleep in this morning. I don't know where everyone else in the dormitory was; couldn't one of them have woken me? I know I've asked for several last chances in the past. Thank you for granting those by the way. But if you could speed my feet to get this brazier lit. And ensure no one notices. Master Phillip will parade me in front of the others and cane me silly. How about it Lord? For your favorite?" 
 
    Apart from his racing footsteps there was only silence. Alfred of Durn had engaged in an ongoing dialogue with the Lord of Illumination for the past two years. He kept this private from the other acolytes and teachers. He didn't want them to get jealous about what he referred to as their special relationship. In truth it had been a one sided conversation. 
 
    Alfred turned into the arched cloisters bordering the orchard. He ran along light-dappled stone. He did not have time to notice the summer morning. The birdsong. The distant hymns sung in Old Vassonian in the quadrangle. 
 
    He ran past it all and crashed though the heavy doors into the altar room. 
 
    The atmosphere was far removed from the orchards and sunshine outside. A heavy hush hung in air laced with incense. It was gloomy, with only a few beams of sunlight from narrow shafts. It had an arched ceiling and red stone pillars carved with salamanders and phoenix. The fire lizards undulated in the light from the flames. 
 
    The bronze brazier glowed at the altar, the last embers about to extinguish. Alfred saw no one else present. If he could grab a torch from the wall and thrust it into the brazier he would keep the eternal flame burning. 
 
    I'm going to get away with it! 
 
    Alfred lurched forward and his sandal caught on one of the flagstones. He stumbled and fell headlong on the floor. All the air purged from his chest, he banged his chin and he feared he may have broken a toe. He lay there for a moment, wondering if the full pain had not yet hit him. He got up on his knees and elbows, breathing hard. 
 
    A familiar gruff voice barked behind him. 
 
    "Alfred of Durn, you had a single task." 
 
    Alfred tried to speak and broke into a coughing fit. 
 
    He pointed at the torch on the wall and the altar. "It's alright Master, no damage done." 
 
    Master Phillip of Tyne stood towering in the light of the door frame. His hands rested on his ample belly, thumbs tucked into the rope around his black robes. He had taken Alfred under his charge for the past two years. Even a cleric of his experience admitted he had his work cut out with the boy. The stress had not improved his drinking habit. He gave a disapproving sigh and slipped a hip-flask from his robes. Taking a discreet glug of brandy he shook his head at his charge. 
 
    "Alfred, are you about to let an eternal flame go out after six hundred years?" 
 
    Alfred rested back on his heels and looked ahead. His head was swimming. The altar looked far away. He nodded. His Master was fair and wise, but also a drunken curmudgeon who did not suffer fools. Alfred envisioned himself peeling potatoes for a year. 
 
    "No Master Phillip. Of course not. I was about to..." 
 
    A gaggle of young clerics behind Phillip suppressed giggles. It took a throaty cough from the old man to remind them where they stood. 
 
    Alfred tried to stand. He lurched forward and put a hand to his mouth. 
 
    "Master...think...I'm going to be...sick." 
 
    Phillip tsked and strode into the gloomy shrine. 
 
    "No Alfred, not in here. Won't do at all." 
 
    A curious burning rose in Alfred's chest, not like impending vomit at all. He retched, doubling over in pain. Phillip stepped towards him with furrowed brow. 
 
    "Alfred. Are you all right?" 
 
    Alfred craned his head up to his teacher with wild eyes. His mouth opened and a glow came from his throat. Phillip stared at him in wonder. 
 
    "Alfred...." 
 
    Alfred retched one final time and from his mouth came a tiny mote of pure golden light. It floated from his lips and drifted across to the brazier. The little ember touched the logs and reignited the eternal flame in a whoosh.  
 
    The gaggle of acolytes at the door burst into gibbering disbelief. Phillip of Tyne stood watching the brazier kindle and the warm glow radiate around the room. He cast his gaze down at the acolyte kneeling on the floor. 
 
    Alfred was staring, wide eyed and drop-jawed at the flames. He raised an exploratory hand to his mouth and nudged a few fingers inside. He wet them with his tongue and stared at the glistening digits. He turned his head to Master Phillip and shook it. 
 
    "Master...I...that wasn't me...I..." 
 
    Phillip turned to the door and ushered the handful of young clerics away. He held up a finger to them. 
 
    "One word. From any of you. To anyone. And you'll be cleaning out the latrines as penance for the next five years, I promise you." 
 
    The clerics nodded and hurried off back to their chores, trying to suppress their chatter. Phillip turned back to the boy kneeling on the temple floor. Alfred was rubbing his throat and looking confused. 
 
    "What was that?" 
 
    Phillip looked at the boy in amazement. His knees cracked as he knelt on the flagstones. In a quiet voice he spoke to the acolyte.  
 
    "That my lad was a blessing from Angall. One no one has seen in a long time. Since before I was a lad during the Manticore wars. Rare and I have heard, very dangerous." 
 
    Alfred was stupefied. He sat there rubbing his throat. He thought if god should know one thing about him, it was he was an unsuitable recipient for a blessing of any kind.  
 
    "But what does it mean?" 
 
    Phillip chewed his beard. When he spoke his voice was grave. He reached out a stubby finger and poked Alfred below his ribs. The boy winced and edged away.  
 
    "It means without doubt you have the Magus Heart. Right here, on your right hand side, above your liver. Like every human or creature in the world with magic residing within." 
 
    Alfred stared back, horrified.  
 
    "That can't be right. It doesn't run in my family. I have no interest in magic. Why would god give me something like this? What was he thinking?" 
 
    Phillip grunted and frowned. He struggled to his feet using Alfred for support.  
 
    "I'm not sure. But until we find out we keep this to ourselves. I'll make sure those gossiping fools at the door keep their mouths shut. We need to consult the temple elders. And the library." 
 
    Alfred tried to stand. He had devoted himself to the Church of the Blaze for two years. Given up all worldy possessions. Committed to deciphering Angall's Riddles from the scriptures. He had prayed meditated and undertaken charitable work in the city. He thought it an escape from his blackouts and visions, with three hot meals and a hard but warm bed. He never expected to receive a blessing from an actual god! Despite his ongoing one sided conversation with the Lord of Illumination he had never seen any evidence of the Gods. As far as he knew, no one had. 
 
    "Master Phillip, am I going to die?" 
 
    Phillip considered this for a moment. He gave the boy a rotten-toothed grin and helped him up. 
 
    "Sooner or later, aye lad. But not today." 
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    Alfred knelt in the Chapel of Embers and prayed.  
 
    He had spent hours here in the days since his strange episode. He had been kept away from the other acolytes while the hierarchy at seminary decided what to do with him. It was not the first time he had been in trouble. But every time Master Phillip or the others visited him they had been unsettlingly nice. He had his choice of meals brought to him in the dormitory. Like he was a prisoner about to be executed.  
 
    Since he spent so much time alone, he used much of it to come to the chapel and think. He loved the little arched cavern at the back of the school. Candles burned all around him. The walls were inlaid with crystals catching the candlelight. It was silent and beautiful and filled with hazy incense. A place to be alone in conversation with god. This was good, because Alfred had a lot of questions. He steepled his fingers like a flame and closed his eyes. Before him was an altar to Angall's favored creature. The Phoenix was rampant with golden wings spread. Pale amethysts crusted the feathers. It had a heart of bright rubies. The curved beak was cast skyward. Smoky incense drifted up from the open beak like hot soul. It was the moment of both death and rebirth. Beauty from dust. Alfred cursed his own light. The secret ember now burning inside him.  
 
    Why has this happened to me, he thought? 
 
    I don't want it! Whatever this means, god has chosen the wrong holy man for this! I can't have the Magus within me. I'll be killed or thrown into a lightless cell or worse! 
 
    He was terrified with every spoken word he would cough it out in front of the other acolytes. During morning hymns he felt them staring. He did not want to be blessed of God. Did not want to be singled out. It did not feel like a blessing at all. It felt like a curse and burden. This was not how his life was supposed to be. Alfred had run from the turmoil of his childhood to a life of quiet contemplation. A life hidden from the world. He wanted no part of its troubles and injustice.  
 
    Alfred had been plagued with nightmares and waking visions all his life. Growing up in the town of Durn, he had often woken up in strange places far from home. Sometimes in a field caked in mud. Other times in the woods outside the town walls. His father told Alfred he had walked in his sleep since ever he could take steps. So he had been sent to the city of Old Vassonia to join the Order of Illumination. A life hidden away in seminary and temple. A life of libraries and riddles and charitable acts. Meditation and compassion. A life where Alfred could be alone with his books and away from the troubles of the world. But a life away from being seen as a dangerous freak in Durn who might attract the Witchfinders. Hidden from the prying minds of the king's oracles, scrying the land trying to detect the presence of outlawed magic.  
 
    There was order in the world. It is dangerous and unjust, but where isn't, thought Alfred? The king kept order and he curbed dangerous forces no one understood. Forces woven into the fabric of the world. Forces that had once drawn the Sorrow to invade, tempted by the addictive richness of those seams of magic. That had nearly ended everything. The king had the people's interests at heart, even if his rule was uncompromising. The price of safety was fear.  
 
    But every now and again some creature came down from the mountains crackling with magic. Dangerous beasts that had escaped the purges. Or some insane human, born mutated, started conjuring up demons. Or prophesizing in the street. That was when the Witchfinders came to clean up the mess. Few people had seen them and lived. So there were rarely witnesses. Just rumors. But the rules were clear.  
 
    Magic was the preserve of the Gods alone. The king had decreed it decades ago. After the last Manticore had been killed. Everyone knew the stories. The war campaign had struggled against unnatural threats to the realm for years. The Old Races that had once been numerous retreated to the darkest woods and mountains. They had magic in their blood and King Oligan had to protect the kingdom at all costs. Few humans were born now with the Magus Heart beneath their ribs. It had always been rare but it happened more often in the old days, so they said. Once there had been human sorcerers and seers. Even at court. There were women who could heal with a touch. Men who could talk to animals and have conversations with birds. Even knights who could channel the power of Angall's light.  
 
    The latter had been the final straw, the stories went. The king's closest protectors. Those who had taken up sword and fought for him. They betrayed him and turned against him. No one knew why. The king said they had been seduced by their own magic. Corrupted by it. Power crazed and treasonous. Oligan had gathered his forces and brought justice to the warrior-monks as they slept. In a night that came to be known as the Dimming of the Light.  
 
    It was miracle that the temples to Angall had not been burned and their faith outlawed. Only their refusal to offer the knights sanctuary had persuaded the king to tolerate their existence. As far as the myths went, they were the last humans to channel any kind of magic.  
 
    Good riddance, thought Alfred. Magic was dangerous. It was outlawed. It was gone. He did not want the Magus Heart inside him. The rare organ in the body strong enough to filter and pool sorcerous energies. To anyone without it, magic would tear their fragile flesh apart. And there was precious little trouble while it stayed outlawed. Avoiding trouble was Alfred's stated aim. Yet he seemed to be a magnet for it. So this new development terrified him. He was not a good acolyte to the temple. He knew that. He was lazy. Cowardly. Selfish. He loved fine food and he loved red wine and cider houses. He loved the serving girls that drifted around pouring cider most of all. Wide hipped and small breasted, they offered their smiles. After two or three ciders Alfred offered his own. Sheepish and drunken. But he had only ever kissed one of them. A blonde haired girl with freckles in the valley of her cleavage. It was not a perfect life. But it was a life far from the childhood nightmares that vexed his sleep. That had made him scream himself and his family awake.  
 
    Things he had never seen in the waking world. Violence and blood. Vile aberrations that warped the forms of men ran screaming at him in his dreams. It was like the whole world was a battleground. Every city burning and ruined. Stray dogs feasting on bodies. Smoke so thick it obscured the sun. But the worst thing was he was part of it. Not some bystander peeking through a window. In his dreams Alfred would stare down at his own bloodied hands, gripping a warhammer drenched in blood.  
 
    He had never seen a sword, hammer or spear close up, let alone handle one. Alfred's brothers Rabb and Connor were blacksmiths and toiled in the smithy in Durn. But it was tools and gates they made. Farm equipment. Alfred would run a mile if someone handed him a weapon. 
 
    In his nightmares the worst feeling was the crushing burden. The terrible weight of it. Not the hammer. The responsibility. In some of his nightmares people ran to him, begging him to save them, Holding out their babies for him to protect. He swung his hammer at the writhing beasts pouring into the cities, but there were too many.  
 
    There were always too many. Every single time the nightmares came it ended when they were overrun. A great black plague of deformities crashing over city walls like a wave. Consuming everything. Always he stood there in front of it. A mass of tentacles and misshapen limbs pouring over the world of men. He stood, hammer in hand, swinging as the darkness washed over him.  
 
    He had no idea what these constant nightmares meant. Were they past or future? Was it his hands or did he inhabit the body of someone else? All he knew was the seminary had given him scattered moments of peace. A refuge from terrors in the dark. And he didn't want to leave. Or bring danger here to the holy men and their dusty books.  
 
    The world could keep all its heroes, swords and magic. Alfred was not the man for this sort of thing and it was important for god to know. He looked up to the golden phoenix and steepled his interlocked fingers in the symbol of eternal flame. He spoke to his god.  
 
    "Lord Angall. I know I'm always asking for things. Favors and the like. But I wondered if you could take this, uh, cindery thing, out of me please? I want to be a librarian. If I must protect anything let it be books. And glorious illustrations. I would make the most wonderful librarian in say, a palace. With generous accommodation attached. A rich librarian would strike the right balance. Magic is your domain, not mine. I haven't the slightest clue what to do with it. Can't you take this back? Draw it out of me like venom from a wound? I don't know what I am to do with this. Keep the eternal flames burning? Light the stoves in the kitchens? I don't want trouble. Or responsibility. And I don't want the Witchfinders to tear me apart. I know I am your chosen priest. But I thought you were protecting me from danger, not throwing me into it. I'm used to talking my way out of trouble, Lord Angall. How do I talk my way out of magic?" 
 
    Alfred opened his eyes and gasped. An apparition hovered before him. A ghostly terror floating in the air. It shimmered in the candlelight. Pale as the moon, with shining armor and baleful eyes.  
 
    It's the girl! 
 
    But she was no plump cider house lass with warm smile. This girl was no older than Alfred but she had cold steel of purpose. Holy light emanated from her. Behind her the wings of the phoenix idol spread out wide. She was an angel of pure vengeance. Alfred fell off his knees and crab-walked backwards until he smashed his head off the wooden benches. The girl knight stared down at him. Fiery hair floated around her. Alfred had never seen a thing with so much zeal. Or so much rage. Alfred could not help but notice the gleaming sword in her hand. Whoever she was, she was not Angall and she was not friendly! Before he could open his mouth to speak the apparition was upon him. It flew through the air until it screamed an inch from his face. Alfred closed his eyes and waited for the sword to strike.  
 
    But all he heard was Master Phillip. 
 
    "Alfred. What are you doing in here? Why is the bench knocked over?" 
 
    Alfred opened one eye. There was no screaming banshee erupting from his dreams with sword raised. Only the golden winged Phoenix with smoking beak and the flickering candles. He struggled up to his knees and looked at Master Phillip. He took a moment to catch his breath. He had not had such a waking vision for a long time. It left his hands shaking.  
 
    That red haired girl terrified him. He hoped she was not real. He hoped he would never meet her. But her eyes had been so set on him. In his dreams she knew him. She knew his name but it was not his real name. She called him Alfred Sorrowhammer.  
 
    "I'm meditating, Master. Communing with the light." 
 
    Phillip patted his fat belly and stared at the boy.  
 
    "Could you meditate a little more quietly?" 
 
    Alfred nodded and turned his head back to the altar. Still no sign of a murderous armored redhead.  
 
    "Yes Master. I got carried away. With my meditation." 
 
    Phillip pulled his hipflask from his robes and took a sip. He grimaced as the brandy burned.  
 
    "Gather yourself, lad. Master Astara wants to see you first thing in the morning. We've decided what's to be done with you. So get some sleep tonight and conserve your strength. You're going on a journey." 
 
    Alfred got to his feet and straightened his robes. This did not bode well. Damon Astara was the strictest elder in the seminary. The one they sent you to for the harshest punishments. As he walked to the door, Alfred turned back once to the altar. Hoping for a sign from Angall that he would rip this blessing from his chest. 
 
    Nothing. As usual.  
 
    Shaking, he followed Master Phillip up the stairs. That night he did not fall asleep until well past midnight. When he drifted off, the nightmares and the cold sweats came. Worse than ever.  
 
    He was fighting again deep beneath a ruined city as the warped aberrations poured down on them.  
 
    The red haired girl fought beside him.  
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    The chamber deep beneath the city.  
 
    The one she always seeks out. For it is a hidden shrine to Angall. Every night the setting of her dreams the same. They are surrounded. Entombed. Mutated limbs batter at the door. She can hear them slavering and groaning beyond the crumbling stone. Ravenous for the warm souls, plump with magic, within.  
 
    She has friends with her. Some alive and some dead at her feet. It is a last stand as always.  
 
    It is perfect. 
 
    She looks down at her armored fist. It grasps a sword not of this world. The blade is like a sliver of diamond glowing bright from within. It drips with the black blood of the Sorrow.  
 
    The boy is beside her. The slim, somber dark haired boy who looks like a priest. A priest encased in plate armor forged by the gods. She smiles at him and readies her sword.  
 
    For a moment he looks afraid of her. The war-hammer he grips starts to glow with holy light and he smiles back. She can see the silver light ignite in his eyes and she knows he feels the glory.  
 
    They have communed with angels of Angall. Asleep beneath the earth for a thousand years. Their own mortal bodies changing by the moment as the spiritual beings infuse with their blood.  
 
    They have sacrificed their humanity for the war.  
 
    Misshapen fists batter the door. A monstrous heartbeat reverberating and shaking the dust in the air.  
 
    The battle it took to get here. So many people dead on the road to hope. Their friends torn apart in front of them.  
 
    There are so few of them left now. So few left with the Magus Heart glowing above their liver. Absorbing and housing the uncontrollable magic within. This desperate act is their last slim hope.  
 
    The stone gives way in a crash and cloud of dust. The creatures pour in like slime. Individual cadavers powered by the curse within. Oily black tendrils erupt from their mouths, searching the dark for living meat. Aberrations reforged from corpses crawl over them, entire bodies serving as limbs and appendages.  
 
    The boy shouts across to her.  
 
    "They are coming!" 
 
    She watches the swarm of risen dead pour into the chamber. They slip over each other's decaying flesh in desperation to reach the source of the sorcery within. The stench is overwhelming.  
 
    It is all she has ever wanted. To be a soldier for her god. To have strength and light flow through her.  
 
    She wants to purge the world of monstrous things.  
 
    Shine a light in every corner where foul things lurk.  
 
    The pale boy looks across. His eyes have become silver like coins. 
 
    As the swarm of risen and warped surround them, she raises her sword. She has never met this austere pale boy before, except in dreams. But she knows his name, even if he does not.  
 
    "I'm proud to be here with you, Alfred Sorrowhammer." 
 
    She feels a purity of purpose overwhelm her. An urge to cleanse the poison surrounding them with burning light.  
 
    They never win the fight. But she always wakes up before they die.  
 
    Every night Deena finds the dreams inspiring and exhilarating. This one she is dreaming more and more since the Sorrow killed everything she loved. 
 
    She wants revenge against monsters. For what they have done to her family, her village, her life. For the offence they are to the gods.  
 
    Deena who is small and weak. Deena who swings at the bullies anyway. Deena who prays for strength. Deena who they force to wear a temple maiden's dress when all she craves is steel.  
 
    Deena who is always in... 
 
    Trouble. 
 
    She could sense it was coming and it roused her from troubled sleep.  
 
    Deena awoke with sunshine reddening her face. She had waited for an audience with the Oracle. As usual she was kept waiting like the menial temple servant that she was and dozed off.  
 
    She sat on the outcrop and peered out to sea. A ship was getting closer to the harbour. It was King Oligan's ship, brimming with well-armed marines. It ought to give her hope. But she was anxious as she watched those dark sails drift into the bay.  
 
    A pulsing warning came from somewhere inside her. She knew it was the Magus Heart, throbbing on her right side beneath the ribs, sending out some warning signal to her brain. But magic spoke in poetry, and Deena was never one for books.  
 
    She knew she was in trouble if the king ever discovered she had the glowing second heart within her body heralding blossoming magic. She had concealed it well most of her life. The last thing they needed was to know what a freak of nature she was. The Witchfinders rarely journeyed far south, but for her particular blessing they would have made an exception. The people in her coastal town were devout to the gods, to Angall, but they also obeyed the king's decrees.  
 
    Magic is the preserve of the gods alone, and theirs to wield.  
 
    She feared the town might blame her for the curse visiting them. That her red hair and sorcery in her blood had attracted the monsters. 
 
    The Oracle knew about her blessing but told no one. He had explained its importance to her, in his usual riddles. But whatever her blessing was, it had been precious little help against the creatures assaulting the town every night. She couldn't protect everyone, and felt weak and small and stupid. She couldn't even protect her little brother when he was taken by the night beasts. That had broken her heart and her faith. But it had been the first seed of hate in her against all monsters.  
 
    There was talk of something amongst the townsfolk now. Something that had faded long ago into myth and legend. But fishing communities are superstitious. Deena had heard the word before, in schoolyard games and fish-wives warnings. But she had no clear picture in her mind of what it could mean. It was an insubstantial lurker lingering on the edge of consciousness. The thing you were told would come and get you if you didn't do your chores.  
 
    The Sorrow.  
 
    Deena understood now though. The whole town did. The elders that were still alive ranted at town meetings that the world was about to end.  
 
    If it's returned here it could return anywhere. Perhaps it has! We must send word to the king. He will send rescue! 
 
    That was weeks ago. Daskar had become a place of fear and locked doors since.  
 
    Deena stood up and brushed red dust off her white dress. She was a girl who never stayed pristine for long. Skinned knees, bruised knuckles, and bare feet black with grime. Her hair had always been knotted and greasy.  
 
    She had brought a plum up on the hillside with her. She rubbed it on her dress and bit into it as she looked out to sea. The purple juice ran down her chin and spotted the silk.  
 
    Daskar was in the far south of the continent, at the edge of a peninsula jutting into the Star Sea. It scorched during the days and near-froze at night. The scrubland was arid and the sea bright blue. There was never abundance but there was hard work and faith. Most seasons they got by and made do. It was enough.  
 
    Deena spent most of her days assisting the Oracle now. In Angall's temple on the cliffs overlooking the town. People this far south had dark eyes and chestnut curls framing olive skin. So her pale skin and red hair was an anomaly. Deena was a girl that in olden times would have been sacrificed to the sea drakes. But in present day she had been given to Angall's temple as a handmaiden to the aging Oracle.  
 
    She cooked and cleaned and brought him wine. He was half blind so she wrote down his predictions and visions on clay tablets. He often questioned her on Angall's riddles. She didn't have a clue.  
 
    She was ill-suited to being a servant in temple. She fought the other children who humiliated her for her red locks. When older boys grabbed a handful and tugged her hair she had spat and kicked and tried to fight them off. She had always lost because she was skinny and small. Even at sixteen there was still boyishness to her, wiry and flat chested.  
 
    But she was devoted to Angall. A god she promised she would one day be a soldier for. To protect the weak and different from the monsters hunting them. Helpless people like her baby brother, carried off into the night to be eaten.  
 
    A broken window, a child's blanket torn and dragged part way through. Soaked with blood. She was supposed to be looking after him.  
 
    Deena forced the image from her mind. The guilt tugged at her.  
 
    She was not the only person who had lost someone dear. Half the town was dead or dying. The wild woods above the town could no longer be trusted. Something else was in them. Warping them. At first when death came the villagers had prayed to it. Danced around it. Asked it for blessings. They didn't know what it was. The village had thought finding the relic was a good omen.  
 
    It was a rock to look at. A giant smooth deep green boulder. It had been unearthed in the mines east of the village. No one had ever seen anything like it.  
 
    It was lodged amongst seams of precious stones. They dug up more in one day than in five previous years. Everyone said it would make the town a fortune and there would be no more hard winters. They rolled the giant rock back to town on logs and set it in the square to celebrate. It sat there for two weeks. The villagers kissed it when they passed. Left wreaths of flowers at its base.  
 
    Then it hatched. Because it was not a rock.  
 
    It was a petrified egg of some forgotten thing. Something the Sorrow had warped long ago when gods walked the world. At first no one noticed the crack, or the creeping tendrils slithering out. Now it sat in the middle of the town in a spreading nest of oily vines.  
 
    The first villager to get sick was a friend of Deena's. A young girl named Yala who had come to the Oracle because she was expecting child.  
 
    Within days her skin was mottled black and green. Her teeth rotten. She cursed and spat like she was possessed by demons. When the town council burst into her home they found her among the straw on the floor. She had murdered her whole family. There was nothing human in her expression by that stage. There was something inside her though. Gestating and growing. But it was not her baby.  
 
    It took over her body during her trial and killed seven townsfolk including the mayor. It warped and mutated her until she was unrecognizable as human. It took the entire town's meager militia to trap it in a barn and set fire to it. The screams coming from inside that burning building were not of this world.  
 
    That was the first death. The first living thing warped by the putrid Sorrow essence. But not the last. So many in the village had died. Just trails of blood leading up into the woods from shattered windows. 
 
    Other had become sick like Yala. More people changed into monsters that did not remember their past lives. Creatures with new limbs and spiny carapaces. Drawn to each other and now haunted the woods around the town. Only creeping down at night to feed.  
 
    Deena stood at the steps of the temple, looking down at the ruin of her village.  
 
    She glanced up and saw the black-sailed ship drifting closer into the bay. The flags of King Oligan fluttered on the masts.  
 
    We are saved. They have come.  
 
    Tears welled in Deena's eyes. She had waited for this moment. Prayed for it. Lain prostrate at the altar of Angall and begged for aid. They were here. Armored royal bluecoats with swords and training. They would purge this disease from their village. Cut down the last of the monsters.  
 
    She hated the scuttling black creatures born from that egg with all her heart. She had spent weeks watching the suffering and misery they caused. She swore to herself that one day she would cleanse the world of such vile things. Without mercy or hesitation. When she was strong. A voice came behind her and Deena turned from the suffering village below. A temple priest in simple robes was approaching.  
 
    "Deena, the Oracle is dying. He is getting weaker by the hour." 
 
    Deena thought the oracle had always been dying. Since the first moment she arrived at temple.  
 
    "What does he want of me? I must be here to see the town saved." 
 
    The priest spread his hands.  
 
    "He wants to see you." 
 
    Deena took a deep breath and followed the man into the gloom of the temple. Preparing for the smell of death. She walked out of the glaring sun and into the dim chambers. Braziers lit the darkness and incense hung in the hot air. The reek of sweat beneath. Deena approached the old man who lay on a bed scattered with cushions.  
 
    "Eye-father. The king's dreadnought is here." 
 
    The old man shook his head. Milky eyes strained to focus on Deena. A bony hand reached up and brushed aside a tuft or red hair.  
 
    "They are coming then." 
 
    Deena knelt beside him and nodded. A few worried priests huddled behind her.  
 
    "It will be filled with king's marines. Bluecoats. They will kill the last of these foul things. We will be saved."  She knew it wasn't true even as she said it. Her Magus Heart whispered truths to her.  
 
    The old man's bleary eyes looked past her to the brightness outside the temple. The sound of the sea drifted in. Long white hair fell across his cheek.  
 
    "Tread carefully Deena. Often beasts may come with human faces. Do not trust these men that have arrived. Do not let them know that you are one of the warped. I know you want to help, want to fight. But you must stay hidden." 
 
    Deena sank down exasperated.  
 
    "I will stay up here with you if I have to. But I want to do my part against these monsters." 
 
    The Oracle reached out but drew back his hand and grimaced as a jolt of pain hit him. His body was mess of sores and inflamed joints. He spoke through clenched teeth.  
 
    "Deena, I have kept you hidden as best I could. But The Sorrow is returning. You can see it hatching down there in the town square. You have work to do. God's work. It will take you far from here." 
 
    Deena's blessing had marked her out as sure as her hair. When she was angry or afraid, a tiny mote of burning light sometimes issued from her throat. It had happened three times in the past year, always within the temple. The Oracle had told her that it used to be called Angall's Whisper in the old books. They knew what Deena's fate would be if the Witchfinders ever found her. She knelt close to the old man and spoke in urgent whisper. 
 
    "My dreams are getting stronger, Eye-father. I am in a battle. It is me but not me. I'm not small or weak. I have the light within me. Not some tiny cinder good only for lighting candles. But real power. I am fighting things like these beasts that attack us now. Like those things that killed my brother Miko. But they are bigger, stronger, and they are so many. What does this mean? Is it something yet to happen? " 
 
    She had asked and cajoled about the meaning of her blessing and her dreams but the Oracle had always been so evasive. He looked at her with his rheumy eyes.  
 
    "You carry the burden of your little brother so heavy inside you. There was nothing you could have done. Even with your blessing. You are almost still a child yourself." 
 
    Deena became impatient and her cheeks flushed.  
 
    "I thought Angall would bless me with strength, or healing. Or the power to call lightening. Something I could use to do his work. To fight against all the dark things. To save Miko! But he gives me this. Just an ember. What am I to do with it?" 
 
    The Oracle's wrinkled lips creased.  
 
    "Deena, you are so impatient. You want grand signs and thunderstorms. The little light is more powerful. The one that never goes out. It lights the way for everyone else." 
 
    Deena felt shame at her own confusion and weakness.  
 
    "But it makes me feel like I'm alone. In the dark." 
 
    The Oracle let his head fall back and he sighed in exhaustion.  
 
    "But you are not alone, Deena. Not with this blessing. It is very rare. It has not been seen in so many lifetimes. But when children are born with it, there are always more than one." 
 
    Deena's eyes lit up, glittering in the firelight.  
 
    "Where are the others? Have you had a vision of them?" 
 
    The Oracle looked very tired. He shook his head. The incense and smoke hung heavy in the chamber and stung Deena's eyes.  
 
    "They will be scattered far and wide. Lights that need to find each other in the dark. When they do, it will kindle a flame that will light up the world." 
 
    Deena was exasperated. She wanted to fight, not talk in riddles and dreams.  
 
    "What do you mean?." 
 
    The old man propped himself up on his elbows. One of the priests leaned in with a cup of water and he sipped. Then he broke into a fit of coughing. When it subsided he waved the priest away and his barely functioning eyes fell on Deena.  
 
    "Not all of you will live to fulfil the task Angall has given you. You're little candles in the dark and some of you will be snuffed out before you reach your goal. But those that do, when their lights merge and kindle. It will start a war. A war that will spread across the world. And it may burn it to the ground." 
 
    Deena felt a twinge of excitement in her stomach. The Oracle reached up and grasped her robe with weak fingers. His face was feverish with sweat in the firelight. His breath reeked of illness.  
 
    "You were born to protect more than a little village by the sea Deena. You must travel far to the North. There is an old abbey hidden in The Bleaks. Called Ironghast. It is a place where many things with the Magus reside. A refuge for magic. Books, reliquaries, and living things." 
 
    Deena had never heard of this place. She knew very little of the world outside Daskar.  
 
    "The Bleaks?" 
 
    The old man nodded.  
 
    "A land ravaged by the wars against the Sorrow a thousand years ago. It is desolate filled with storms of dust. But the magic that saturates the land hides many things. It is a cloak against the Sorrow. You can prepare there for what is coming." 
 
    Deena felt her heart harden. She had purpose now.  
 
    "I have seen what this evil can do. I promise I will go to this place, Ironghast. I will train hard and grow strong. Then I will kill every monster in the world." 
 
    The Oracle slumped back onto his cushions with a pained smile.  
 
    "You were never meant for a life of prayer of pouring an old man wine, were you? But you are not ready to fight quite yet." 
 
    A girl ran into the cave, sweating and breathless. Deena spun to face her.  
 
    "Deena, it's all gone wrong. We have to escape!" 
 
    Deena stood up and ran to her. The girl collapsed into her arms.  
 
    "Darya, what do you mean?" 
 
    Darya caught her breath and tears burst.  
 
    "The king's sailors. They cannot separate friend from foe. They are killing us. Healthy and sick alike." 
 
    The Oracle moaned on his bed and when Deena turned, his eyes had rolled up white. He was soaked in sweat and when he spoke the voice came from some fever dream.  
 
    "Do not trust the king. The Sorrow has infected his mind. They are not here to save us. There is a sickness deep within the land. It poisons us all from the inside. Run." 
 
    Deena felt her stomach lurch. Her guts had told her this as soon as she saw the ship but she did not want to believe it.  
 
    "No! They are here to save us from the beasts." 
 
     She brushed Darya aside and ran out of the temple. The sight below horrified her.  
 
    The royal bluecoats had swords drawn. They were butchering any villager that they could find. Children, the old the sick. All hacked to the ground. Deena tried to scream but no sound issued.  
 
    Then she saw the sailors closing a wooden structure around the cracked boulder in the town square. They were lifting it up and hoisting it towards the harbour. Thick black tendrils writhed from the fissure in its centre.  
 
    No. They are taking it to the ship! They don't realize what it can do! 
 
    Deena started down the hill. She stopped short as striding up towards her was a royal bluecoat. Tall and paunchy, with a twirling waxed moustache and black teeth. He gave her a wave with his sword and an unpleasant grin.  
 
    "People down in the village been telling us that there are outlaws up in this temple that carry the Magus. A piss smelling old oracle and his scrawny little witch servant." 
 
    Deena felt her heart thumping but stood firm at the cave entrance. She felt so small.  
 
    "You can't come in. This place is sacred to Angall and I am its protector." 
 
    The big man stopped and assessed her. Behind him a few more soldiers marched. Their coats were spattered with blood.  
 
    "Good luck with that." 
 
    Deena reached back to the altar table and grabbed a golden sickle that was used to cut berries. She held it up in front of her and stood straight backed before the advancing warriors. Their leader twirled his moustache and narrowed his eyes. Mocking her.  
 
    "I heard you spit fire little girl. My boss told me to watch out for a blessing like that. Says it's nothing but trouble. I reckon you're coming back to the king with us. Let the Witchfinders take you apart until they find what's different about you." 
 
    Deena raised the sickle. Furious tears gathered in her eyes.  
 
    "I'm going nowhere with you. You're meant to save us. These are good people and they need help! Why are you taking that thing away? It's poison! It will kill everything it touches." 
 
    The big man shrugged.  
 
    "Orders of the Witchfinders. They like to study things. Not my place to ask questions. But I think I'll be getting a promotion out of you, lass." 
 
    He flicked a hand to his men. 
 
    "Truss her up and get her aboard. And someone go in there and skewer the old man through the liver. Excise the Magus Heart from him if you can. You know the silent brothers do something or other with in in their concoctions." 
 
    Deena felt something metallic and heavy pound the back of her head. It rang like a bell and she fell to her knees. The world swayed around her. Another bluecoat walked past her and sheathed his sword. Deena reached up with the ceremonial sickle and swung it in the air. She felt she was going to be sick. How had he got past her? 
 
    The fat sailor with the moustache held a hand up to his approaching men. He laughed and a fleck of spittle ran onto his chin.  
 
    "Hold on lads. She has a sickle!" 
 
    Deena's vision blurred as she looked past them out to sea. The last thing she heard was the muffled cried of the Oracle. Then rough hands were on her and she was carried up and away from her life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



5 
 
    Alfred stood outside the door of High Priest Dammon Astara. A dark skinned man from the southern seas who was not known for his humor. He was better known for his imaginative punishments. 
 
    The door to his office was carved with phoenix and writhing flames. It was not the first time Alfred had been summoned to the High Priest's office. So far Angall in his wisdom had chosen to save him and not expel him from the order. This had led Alfred to believe that the Lord had some special purpose for him. And it had been the beginning of their one sided personal relationship and private conversations.  
 
    Alfred's palms sweated. Not at the thought of expulsion. He was still reeling from what had happened in the altar room. The red haired girl plagued his dreams. But now she burst through the membrane of sleep and assaulted his senses as he prayed, as he ate, as he walked in the orchards. He saw her fierce hair in every red apple that hung from the boughs. It was not just her. The mutated and warped creatures still attacked in his sleep. Every night they seemed to get closer to the pool of light that kept them at bay. They were the cadavers of people, but animated by some other force that infiltrated them. Writhing tendrils emanated from their mouths to grasp at his face. So far he had stayed just out of reach. But it was just a matter of time before he felt their touch. The skin of wine he snuck into the seminary most nights was dulling the fear less and less. Now he just woke up in a feverish alcohol sweat.  
 
    The thought that he had the Magus Heart within him still made Alfred shake.  
 
    Most children in places like seminaries, who received any sort of schooling, were also given early lessons about the perils of magic. Trained from a young age to spot the danger signs and report it to the Witchfinders. He had seen an anatomical drawing once in such a class. A well-known book to any scholar titled The Preserve of the Gods.  
 
    In it Alfred saw illustrations of a human cadaver cut open, flaps of skin drawn back like theatre curtains to display a grisly play. The Magus looked like a smaller second heart, with valves and chambers. Yet unlike the fleshy tones of the liver below it and intestines around, it was coloured pale and golden. Magic was a powerful force, and most living flesh was an unsuitable vessel. Of course there were those ordinary people who had attempted the old spells, or taken to wearing some powerful artefact. Without the Magus Heart, they all perished. The raw sorcery ate at their weak flesh until they died in agony. The King's apothecaries had discovered that the Magus was able to harness and pool sorcerous energies, making them safer. And with the power it could harness, it made those people a danger to all around them.  
 
    In that same lesson Alfred had seen other anatomical drawings. Members of the Old Races dissected and experimented on. Stretched out on racks and opened wide, their inhuman anatomy catalogued and named. Manticores, Ragles, Karkaren, and others the world had not seen for centuries. Races that had the Magus within as part of their nature. They were entire species that could use sorcery according to their purpose. There were almost none left now, and few living men had seen such creatures. The King's purges had seen to that.  
 
    With humans it was different. They were not a magical race. Babies born with the little heart glowing through the skin of their abdomens were rare and according to the king's law an aberration. In some cultures they were abandoned or sacrificed to the gods. In others they had once been revered and kept in temples, given offerings and prayers. There was no telling what nature of sorcery those people could wield. In humans the Magus was malleable and unpredictable because it was not their natural state. Some people could hear another's thoughts. Others could commune with plants and animals. Some could heal others from poison and sickness. Yet others had more dangerous talents.  
 
    But Alfred had never read of anyone in those lessons having a little cinder of light within them. Master Phillip had assured him it was rare and special, but in truth Alfred felt a little useless and very exposed. Whatever sorcery was pooling within him, it had given him no ability to protect himself and drawn unwanted attention. Attention that could find its way to the Witchfinders.  
 
    He placed the backs of his hands together as he paced and whispered to the ceiling. 
 
    "Great Angall, I know I have asked you many times to bestow knowledge of my special path with you, and that I've always known I was set aside for great things. It's just that I didn't realize that great things might involve vomiting up balls of light and ending up on a slab in some apothecary getting experimented and prodded by Witchfinders. So, I was wondering if we could make my special gift of a more...monetary kind? An inheritance from an unknown uncle, or winning a merchant ship in a card game? Then I could sail the world doing your good work. I mean, other than when I light the brazier, what good can that little blessing do? I'm not the sort for it." 
 
    Alfred's appeal to a higher authority was interrupted by a lower authority. A deep voice echoed from beyond the double doors. 
 
    "Enter." 
 
    Alfred cleared his throat and stood to his full height. He tried to look both confident and pious at the same time and ended up looking vacant. He took a deep breath and opened one of the doors. He craned his head around the corner and gave a friendly smile. 
 
    "Hello." 
 
    Phillip of Tyne was sat behind an ornate table, his belly preventing him from getting too close. Beside him was the stern dark face of High Priest Astara, his wiry frame sat bolt upright in the chair. At his side was a young scribe, who gave Alfred a quick smile as he entered. 
 
    Master Phillip gestured for Alfred to enter and pointed to a chair in front of the table. 
 
    "Sit down boy, we need to talk with you." 
 
    Alfred shuffled in and walked towards the lonely looking chair. He sat down and crossed his legs. With an air of nonchalance he spoke. 
 
    "Master Phillip. High Priest Astara. Thank you for seeing me." 
 
    The High Priest glared at him and his thin face tightened, but Phillip just gave a small sad smile. 
 
    "You were summoned Alfred, by us." 
 
    Alfred's mind was racing. He was so good at talking his way out of things. But there was a demeanor to Master Phillip that he was not used to seeing and it disturbed him. It looked more like concern than judgement. He rambled on. 
 
    "First of all I'd like to say that I have a good explanation for what happened down in the altar room the other morning." 
 
    Astara raised a thin brow and cocked his head. The young scribe next to him held his quill aloft and stuck out his tongue, waiting. 
 
    "Yes, go on."  
 
    Alfred took a breath in and readied his excuses. Then his mind flashed to the mote of pure light that had floated from his throat and he started having palpitations. 
 
    "But I can't say that, because I don't have one. It wasn't me. I mean, I didn't know what, or how, I was doing any of it. I think someone drugged my wine when I was spreading the word." 
 
    Master Phillip placed his hands on the table and sighed. 
 
    "Alfred, you're not trying to talk your way out of a gambling debt here-" 
 
    The scribe ran a finger down the page again and spoke in reedy voice. 
 
    "Of which we're aware you have several..." 
 
    Master Phillip glanced at Astara until he received a nod. 
 
    "Be calm Alfred. You're not in trouble, not this time. At least, not in the way that you think. We're here to help you, lad" 
 
    Astara pierced Alfred with his gaze and spoke in a more kindly voice than usual. He seemed tense, like he did not want to say the words.  
 
    "We have received some bad news, Alfred. From your home town of Durn." 
 
    Alfred felt his stomach leap but tried to sit still and quiet. His mind raced to his last contact with his family. 
 
    "I received a letter from my father not three weeks ago. He gave me all the news of home." 
 
    Phillip was staring at the desk, considering his next words. After a long breath he spoke. The atmosphere in the room had turned dark.  
 
    "There was a fire, Alfred. It scorched several of the homes next to your father's. It was a terrible blaze. They fought for hours to quench it, the townsfolk. They could not." 
 
    Alfred sat very still. Time was like treacle around him. He looked from one temple elder to another.  
 
    "Were they hurt? Was anyone harmed?" 
 
    Phillip cleared his throat and looked up at the boy. 
 
    "We don't think there were survivors. Your father and mother, and your three brothers were home. But, the devastation, the level of burning, they cannot be certain. I am sorry, lad." 
 
    Alfred had a vivid picture of his last evening at home. Gathered around the table with his mother and father, and his brothers. His mother had cooked potted hare, and they had opened a wine his father had been saving. The fire had been high and the dogs lay sprawled in front of it, pining. Alfred had always felt different from the rest of his family, always an outsider. But they were all the kin he knew. They were good people, hardworking and true. They worshipped Angall and left blessings at the hearth.  
 
    Why would the god of illumination, the flame in the dark, do this to them? They prayed every night to Angall. They prayed more than me! And not for the selfish things I demand. This is not justice.  
 
    Alfred felt his voice catch as he spoke. There was an odd numbness settling on him.  
 
    "My father is a careful man. He never leaves a candle, or a cinder in the fire. He is a very careful man." 
 
    Astara looked at Alfred.  
 
    "He may have been a careful man, Alfred, do not doubt it. But we do not think this was his doing. Nor the doing of any bad luck." 
 
    Alfred stared at the man. In the back of his mind a jigsaw was being put together, one whose picture he never wanted to see. A deep dread rose slow.  
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Phillip glanced at the door then back to Alfred.  
 
    "It's too much of a coincidence Alfred. We have seen burnings like this before. Made by the wicked, to cover up their deeds." 
 
    Alfred felt the walls close in. He was having trouble breathing. It took him a moment to gather his words.  
 
    "Someone did this? Someone burned my home, my family?" 
 
    Astara fixed his gaze. The high priest was an austere man, disciplined and immaculate. Alfred had always been afraid of him. For the first time he saw compassion in Astara's dark eyes.  
 
    "There are dark forces in this world, Alfred. Behind this curtain of civilization we all hide behind. There are things at work in the background, things that are dangerous to us all." 
 
    Phillip leaned in close, and lowered his voice. Outside over his master's shoulder, Alfred heard birds singing in the enclosed orchard. His mind focused on the chirping, to drown out the screaming inside.  
 
    "You are my pupil, Alfred. I am your teacher. But that is not all I am. There are those of us who would...see change done. Myself, Master Astara, and a few others. There is something rotting our world from the inside, Alfred. Everyone knows it in their heart, but they carry on as normal regardless. There are others who do not like change, or threats to their authority. And would do anything to keep things as they are." 
 
    Astara furrowed his brow. His smooth dark head was shiny with sweat. Alfred noticed a single bead run down to his eyebrow. He could see fear in the man's face.  
 
    "I know this must be terrible news, Alfred. I know you must feel deep grief. But you may have to bury your grief for now. Until you are in a safe place to shed tears." 
 
    Alfred glanced around the room. It was the same seminary he had prayed in and slept in for years. He could not think straight, his thoughts swam. His limbs felt like lead.  
 
    "I am in the safest place I know." 
 
    Phillip looked grim.  
 
    "But it is not safe from what hunts you. There is only one place you can go that can offer protection." 
 
    Alfred stopped listening to the birds outside and cast his gaze to Phillip.  
 
    "What hunts me, Master Phillip?" 
 
    Astara spoke in a low whisper.  
 
    "In our secret society, Alfred, we have eyes and ears everywhere. In the city and beyond. And spies that can see with more than eyes. There was something seen leaving your town of Durn, under cover of night. A terrible thing." 
 
    Phillip fixed Alfred's gaze.  
 
    "It was a Witchfinder, Alfred. Somehow, they have learned of your blessing. It was one we know of, and a more vicious Witchfinder there never was." 
 
    Alfred was stunned. He felt panic rise in him, swirling with the grief.  
 
    "But why? I'm no one. I don't want the Magus inside me, I'd cut it out now if I could. Angall strike me down for saying it but I don't want a blessing from god. I didn't choose this. Are you saying this is why my family was burned? Because of me, because of something I am?" 
 
    It was too horrible to accept. That even three days ride away, his strangeness was so dangerous it had burned his family alive. He felt sick.  
 
    Phillip reached out to place a hand on Alfred's, but he drew it back. He spoke.  
 
    "Master Astara and I think it is too much of a coincidence that you manifest this blessing here, at the seminary, under our watch. Most others would not know what it was, or its meaning. We think Angall has tasked us to protect you, and take you to where it is safe." 
 
    Astara addressed him.  
 
    "Do you dream, Alfred? Do dark dreams plague your sleep?" 
 
    Alfred's nightmares flashed in his mind. The mutations pouring down on him. He answered the questions Astara and Phillip put to him, but it all felt very distant. He recognized that he was in some kind of shock. 
 
    "Almost every night." 
 
    "What form do they take?" 
 
    Alfred shook his head. It felt so strange to be asked about his private night terrors. 
 
     "None that make sense. I dream of war, and violence. I am always in a battle. But I'm not me. Not the way I am now. I wear armor, and carry a hammer. And we are overwhelmed. Doomed." 
 
    Astara leaned closer.  
 
    "What overwhelms you, in these dreams?" 
 
    Alfred hesitated. He kept seeing his family gathered around the table, eating plates of stewed hare. Flames were licking up the back of his father's chair. He turned his face from the vision. To the dark creatures in his nightmares.  
 
    "Something I dare not put a name to. Something from the past, that scarred the world as it is today. Something against nature." 
 
    Phillip spoke low.  
 
    "That something you dream of, Alfred. You know its name." 
 
    Alfred looked up, present in the room. He sat still on his chair, staring across at the two priests who had just dismantled his world. Beyond outside the window, the birds still sang in the orchard, knowing nothing of grief.  
 
    "It is The Sorrow. It is horrible. It takes life and warps it. Reforms it to its own needs. Twisted and full of rage. But I was not born a thousand years ago, Master Phillip. I did not see the old war. Perhaps some ancestor I dream of did." 
 
    Phillip took his hipflask out and took a glug of plum brandy. His cheeks flushed ruddy.  
 
    "It's not the past you're seeing, Alfred. It's the future. People born with your particular blessing were always given visions and signs. To prepare them." 
 
    Alfred shook his head in disbelief. He watched Phillip drink and realized he wanted a skinful of wine and to drink until he couldn't think.  
 
    "The future? But master, in my dreams the world is in ruins. The Sorrow was defeated by the gods and their angels, it is gone, everyone knows this, and every book tells it." 
 
    Phillip shook his head.  
 
    "No Alfred. For at least a hundred years it has crept back into the world. It has whispered from shadowed places and the corners of darkened rooms. It is poisoning us from the inside, choking our world. Until we are weak. Then it will be ready for war." 
 
    Alfred felt his knees go weak, only the back of the chair kept him upright. The fear made him nauseated again. He spoke, half to himself.  
 
    "Why has this happened to me?" 
 
    Astara straightened his back and resumed his teacher's voice. . 
 
    "Acolyte, everything comes from the Lord. Life is a riddle, a poem. We don't always see the meaning, but it is there." 
 
    Phillip gripped Alfred by the scruff of his robes and hauled him to his feet.  
 
    "Alfred, we have to get you out of here. Out of the seminary, the city, and as far away from what hunts you as possible. We haven't told you everything. There is not time. We can discuss more on the road." 
 
    Alfred's throat constricted. 
 
    "The road, Master?" 
 
    Phillip reached down into a bag next to his chair. He thumped three large leather-bound volumes on the table. A little cloud of dust rose around them. 
 
    "Yes lad. I am being sent on a pilgrimage to deliver these sacred texts. To a remote monastery north of Antara, in the heart of the Bleaks. A place called Ironghast. As my acolyte, you shall be joining the party. That is our official story, if anyone stops us. We leave tonight." 
 
    Alfred tipped back on his chair. His world was changing too fast for his brain to catch up. He had never slept in the great outdoors in his life. He couldn't even get a fire going.  
 
    "Ironghast monastery? Master, there are no people in the Bleaks. They are a ravaged wasteland, where nothing grows and dust storms sweep the land. There are rumors of beasts there. Unnatural things that time and memory have forgotten. It is near the Torrent for Angall's sake! The Torrent! Our flesh will be scoured from our bones if we get too close. Would I not be safer in the city?" 
 
    Phillip stretched out his back with a grunt.  
 
    "People have lived there for centuries, boy. Hardy people who know how to hunt and trap and survive. It'll do you good to see places where life is closer to the gods." 
 
    Alfred was panicking now. He looked to Astara for support and got only his impassive black eyes. The sun shone through the shutters to the marble table, and Alfred baulked at the thought of snow and rain. He listened to the birds chirping outside. A bell chimed in the courtyard.  
 
    He didn't want to leave. He didn't want his family to be dead. He didn't want to be hunted by Witchfinders.  
 
    Old Vassonia had mild winters and warm summers; it was a land of vineyards and olives. Longhorn sheep roamed the hillsides and the blue waters of its coast were rich with shellfish. It was a civilized city in the heartlands of the kingdom. Phillip tutted and poured a small glass of port from a decanter on the table. He smiled askance at Astara then took a sip. He looked down at Alfred over his bulbous nose. After a long wheezing sigh he spoke.  
 
    "Alfred, you are the very last person in the world that I'd expect to receive a blessing from the gods. Especially this blessing. You're lazy, undisciplined, selfish, and indulgent. You're a poor excuse for an aspiring holy man. But you're going to have to step up to the challenge. Because if you don't, you will end up little more than an anatomical drawing. I trust that god knows best. And I'll get you where you need to be, by my life or death. Because your dreams may be coming true sooner than you think." 
 
    Alfred did not feel encouraged by any of this.  
 
    "I've never even heard of Ironghast Monastery. Why would we have a monastery in the wilds of the Bleaks?" 
 
    Astara tapped his fingers on the marble table as he considered his answer. Phillip sipped his port. The scribe wrote and did not raise their heads. Astara spoke. 
 
    "We do not often receive communication from them. But it is a sacred place to our order. It has been for a very long time. Most don't realize it still exists." 
 
    Master Phillip raised a glass to Alfred. 
 
    "Pack your warm cloak, Alfred of Durn." 
 
    The double doors burst open and a young acolyte Alfred knew as Pica spilled into the room. He had arrived only last week from the far West and had kept himself to himself. Astara sat back in his chair, eyes wide. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this intrusion Pica? Can you not see we are in a meeting?" 
 
    Phillip raised a hand to Astara and rose to assist the boy. 
 
    "Master Astara, this is Pica of Yossi. He arrived with us last week to help with our cause. He is amongst the brethren. He can be trusted." 
 
    The acolyte was still catching his breath and put a hand out to rest on the back of Alfred's chair. He flushed and his hair was a mess. He took a deep inhalation and spoke. 
 
    "A Witchfinder! The king's Witchfinder, Merrick Clay. He has entered the city gates. He has Hatchetmen with him, biggest I have ever seen. They are on their way here. They have come for Alfred!" 
 
    Alfred's blood chilled. 
 
    Phillip shoved Alfred to one side and kept a tight grip on his lapel. He looked past him to Astara. 
 
    "Master Astara, you have another way out of this room, a discreet way?" 
 
    Astara stared wide eyed at the door. After a moment he stood and pointed to the west wall. 
 
    "Behind the bookcase, there is a hidden panel. It will lead to the library and the dormitories, and if he carries on to the end it comes out in the cellars. If you can make it to the stables of the Lamplighter Inn, the horses are ready and the provisions packed. The others are waiting for you there, in the alcove by the fire. They will get you out of the city." 
 
    Phillip extended a hand and shook Astara's long dark fingers. 
 
    "I will get him where he needs to go." 
 
    Astara nodded and his eyes glistened with tears. 
 
    "See that you do, brother." 
 
    Phillip turned to the young acolyte Pica and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    "Bless you, lad for warning us." 
 
    The boy smiled back at Phillip and nodded. 
 
    "Light guide you, and keep you safe." 
 
    Shouts echoed in the seminary hallway below, and the metallic clash of arms. Astara cried in outrage. 
 
    "They draw swords in here? In Angall's halls!" 
 
    Phillip grabbed Alfred by the arm and dragged him over to the bookcase. He hooked his hands behind the shelves and pulled. At first it did not budge. 
 
    "Help me lad!" 
 
    Alfred slid his hands behind the bookcase and pulled with all his strength. There was a creak and the unit slid across the tiles, bringing up a cloud of dust from the floor. 
 
    More shouts from downstairs echoed up around the main hall. Followed by an almighty smash then a scream. Alfred turned to his mentor in a panic. 
 
    "Master Phillip. We cannot leave them behind." 
 
    Several sets of heavy boots stomped up the stairs, and dogs snarled. 
 
    Phillip leaned in close and hissed. 
 
    "Don't argue with me, and don't dishonor their courage. Now move!" 
 
    Alfred stepped into the cool gloomy tunnel and Phillip shut the door behind them. Astara and the young acolyte moved the bookcase back in position and kicked the dust smooth. They resumed positions at the marble desk.  
 
    The double doors flew open with a crash. 
 
    Then Alfred got his first view of a Witchfinder and his blood froze.  
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    Waves smashed across the deck of The Apocalypse. Every sailor gripped the rigging until his tattooed knuckles turned white. 
 
    Ahead of the ship, in the midst of a storm, a huge dreadnought was aflame. The king's dreadnoughts were the largest ships ever to grace the oceans. It dwarfed the Apocalypse threefold. 
 
    A tempest of sea spray and great waves barred their way.  
 
    Drowning in a shark's mouth was the phrase sailors used for this kind of choice. 
 
    Briny water mixed with seaweed slipped beneath their calloused feet. 
 
    First Mate, Fletcher 'Webb' Sandman had spent thirty of his forty three years of life at sea. All the young seamen said that his feet had become webbed in the process. 
 
    The ship lurched and threw him hard into a pile of netted crates. His body jarred with the memory of a hundred injuries gained over a long career at sea. Gritting his teeth, he pulled himself upright and made his way down the narrow stairs below deck. Stumbling down after him was Midshipman Mercer Eke. A paunchy man whose comb over clung to his scalp like kelp. He caught up with Sandman and grabbed his sleeve. 
 
    "We have to find out his plans for us, Webb. We can't get closer to that ship in this storm, not another league." 
 
    Webb turned on him and dragged his sodden sleeve away. 
 
    "Well that's what we're going to find out, isn't it Mercer? I didn't come down here to dry off!" 
 
    Webb glanced over his crewmate's shoulder at a scrawny seaman gripping the bannister. A rush of grey seawater poured down the steps. 
 
    He barged past and grabbed the young man by the lapel. 
 
    "Secure that hatch y'fool!" 
 
    The sailor struggled with the hatch and tried to secure it with the tether. Webb rolled his eyes and brushed him aside, tying the rope with one hand. 
 
    "What kind of knot was that lad? Learn your ties boy, or the only knot you'll be seeing is the hangknot before I swing you from the mast." 
 
    The sailor nodded at Webb in fear and respect. Webb Sandman was admired by all the crew as the voice of common sense aboard ship. But he was a curmudgeon of the highest order. 
 
    "Aye sir." 
 
    Webb turned and struggled back down the corridor, using the walls for support. Mercer stumbled along behind him, straightening his lank hair. The young sailor followed and addressed Webb in shaky voice. 
 
    "The men are scared is all sir. They're letting slip the little things, through the fear." 
 
    Webb held up a finger like a gnarled twig. 
 
    "It's the little things that kill you, and if you'd spent any time in a proper navy, son, you'd have that drilled into you." 
 
    The boy's eyes were desperate blue. He had always been a pirate since his first days at sea, and knew nothing of the king's navy. 
 
    "We don't see no way out, sir. Whichever way we spin it, we're going deep." 
 
    Webb stopped and placed a hand on the sailor's wiry shoulders. 
 
    "Catch your breath son. Do your job. It's the little things." 
 
    The sailor shook his head and gestured to the decks above. 
 
    "Mr. Sandman sir, if we try to board that dreadnought, we will be ripped apart! Either by the seas or the storm that closes upon us. We cannot outrun it." 
 
    Mercer Eke gave the boy a ruddy smile and nodded in reassurance. 
 
    "The captain, it seems, has made up his mind. We are to sail into the tempest. We must just hope that the bones are with us." 
 
    This gave the young man an irrational glimmer of hope, as if the mere mention of luck was a certainty of its favour. 
 
    "They are with us. Is that not right Mr. Sandman? Mr. Eke? That the bones are with us?" 
 
    Webb steadied his feet and held the boy's gaze. He gave a tight lipped smile. 
 
    "Hold fast, lad, and just focus on the job in front of you. Focus on the little things, for they are infinite." 
 
    The lad nodded and resumed his post. Webb and Eke lurched on down the creaking ship towards the captain's quarters. 
 
    "We cannot blame them, Sandman. He's taken us to the edge of the world this time, and the only thing left to do is sail off, as far as I can see." 
 
    Webb turned and shoved Mr. Eke up against the straining wall. He got right up close until the spittle hit Eke's forehead. 
 
    "Do you think my heart's not pounding too? Do you think I haven't doubted the decisions of half the places he's led us in the world? We should have gone deep a hundred times over, but we're still here. Think of the things we've seen that no man gets to see. The riches in our hold, the jewels in our hearts. " 
 
    Mr. Eke flattened his drooping comb over and shrugged as he struggled beneath Webb's iron grip. 
 
    "We are alive this morning, but I don't understand why. It's not mathematics or betting odds that have dragged us across the world, from danger to sodding danger. It's chance, Sandman, blind chance. It's nothing sort of mad-" 
 
    Webb shoved a finger right into the end of Eke's red nose. 
 
    "Don't say it! The sea-wind carries words like that right to the captain's quarters. Then you will be keelhauled." 
 
    Eke nodded and Webb let him go. He shook his shaggy head and sprayed the midshipman with water like a dog come in from the rain. They struggled down the warren of passages, sometimes having to stop for support. Until they reached a set of polished walnut doors edged with brass. A fine slush of seawater rolled across the floor with each lurch. They hesitated and looked at each other. 
 
    Eke's eyes widened and he shook his head. 
 
    "You knock on the bastard door! I'm not doing it." 
 
    Webb sighed as he fumbled in his jacket for sea charts and compass. 
 
    "Would you just knock? The captain needs to know how much danger we are in." 
 
    Eke stared from door to senior crewmember, and his kelp hair slid over his eye. 
 
    In a quiet, deliberate voice he spoke. 
 
    "Mr. Sandman. The captain does not care how much danger we are in, because the captain. Is. Quite. Mad." 
 
    Webb stared hard at the portly midshipman for a long moment. His eyes darted to the door and he wondered if the sound had travelled through. 
 
    "Just knock, Eke. An alternative view of the world is the only view I can see that might get us out of this pickle. Those royal dreadnoughts are jam packed with marines." 
 
    Eke tightened his jaw. 
 
    "I don't care If we are being pursued by all the foul legions of the underworld, into the jaws of the greatest kraken ever to swim the drink, they all pale into insignificance to the danger faced when the captain is Rolling the Bones!" 
 
    Webb sighed and his shoulders slumped. The ship lurched, shoving him against the wall, but he regained his balance and shook his head at Eke. 
 
    "Damn it." 
 
    Webb knocked on the door, and waited with bated breath. After a long tense moment he heard a deep rumbling through the wood. 
 
    "Enter." 
 
    Webb and Eke tumbled in through the door and stood in the captain’s quarters. Cluttered with all manner of bric-a-brac and booty. Obscure and occult prizes from all corners of the world. Some of it rolling across the floor in the rising storm. 
 
    An oak desk draped with purple velvet sat at the far end. 
 
    The captain sat facing away from them, his boots propped up against the wall. Horns poked up above the back of the chair, runed and hung with many talismans. A hand reached out, the fur covered fingers toying with three dice. 
 
    Webb steadied himself on a table and caught his breath. 
 
    "Captain, I come to give you a report of our current predicament." 
 
    Webb and Eke stood panting and dripping seawater, unsure of what to do. The huge clawed hand rotated the dice with a click click click . 
 
    Webb cleared his throat and stood to attention. 
 
    "Captain, the men feel that we are in grave danger and that if we do not turn tail and run we will be going Deep and not see another day. What do you order us to do, skipper?" 
 
    The dice stopped turning in the captain's hand. 
 
    Fletcher 'Webb' Sandman's throat constricted and the tadpoles swim in his belly. 
 
    The captain of the Apocalypse stood from his chair. He was a good head-and-a-half taller than the other men in the room, and as broad as a bear. His shoulders rose and fell in a sigh. A map on the wall fluttered in response. 
 
    When he spoke his voice was the rumble of waves. 
 
    "I've been thinking about that question for the past hour, Sandman." 
 
    Sandman nodded and continued staring at his captain. He had been all across the world in the Apocalypse. Had gotten used to his leader's rhythms and peccadilloes. His captain existed in two worlds. He lived in the world of salt, timber and storms that the rest of the crew occupied, and another world of portents and signs that peppered everything. The two sailors stood staring at his back for a long moment, as the ship creaked. 
 
    "...And have you reached a conclusion captain?" 
 
    The captain turned to face his crewmen and tipped his head back, glaring down at them over the ring in his nose. They both took a step back.  
 
    The captain had a thug's face. A heavy featured brute. The talismans and fetishes on his fore-antlers chimed and the dice in his hand rattled. He had coloured one half of his face white with harlequin paint, smeared over the fur and hide. Sandman did not take this as a good sign. When the captain felt he was representing Livretti, it meant doing something foolhardy. He spread his hands and spoke to his crewmen. 
 
    His deep voice was cultured and measured, in contrast to his boxer's features.  
 
    "At this juncture, our choices seem to be these, gentlemen. We turn about and make for safe port as fast as these demon winds will carry us, the Ghant Isles, nice and neutral, plenty of entertainment for the boys, some unusual whores, and a good place to offload some of our valuable cargo." 
 
    Their valuable cargo was a hold filled with outlawed sorcerous artefacts.  
 
    Both Sandman and Eke nodded at this suggestion, their eyes widening with hope. Sandman gave a shrug as if it was the obvious choice. 
 
    "Well it's no more than half a day's sail, and we are running low on food, so I'm behind you all the way on that one Captain, I speak for all the men." 
 
    The captain said nothing at first but nodded at his first mate. 
 
    "And you speak for them, you say?" 
 
    Sandman glanced at Eke and the portly sailor brushed back his hair and nodded again. 
 
    "Indeed Captain. We feel the risk is too great on this occasion." 
 
    Sandman piped in. 
 
    "But we want you to know that the crew is behind you to whatever end. Always have been skipper." 
 
    That was the terrible curse of their voyages. Despite the odds and the risks the Apocalypse had ended up stocked with occult artefacts from the four corners of the world. No matter how insane the captain's plan, somehow they had thus far ended up stealing prizes of enormous value. The apocalypse was the leader in black market magical goods on three continents. There had been injuries, deaths, losses and betrayals over the years. But somehow the risk to reward ratio always tipped in the favour of the booty they carried and traded. 
 
    It was uncanny, like most things aboard ship. 
 
    The ship lurched and the two sailors had to grip the furniture to stay standing. The captain was immovable as an oak. He gave them a smile. 
 
    "Well that is good to know, otherwise how could I deign to call myself captain of a vessel. I have no doubts of your loyalty and courage, Fletcher. I never have, and time has shown my trust warranted. You and the boys have followed me into some hopeless situations, some insurmountable odds, time and time again, across half the world." 
 
    Sandman conceded. 
 
    "We have captain, we know this ship is blessed." 
 
    The captain ran his claws down a wooden beam, savoring the feel of the timber that had carried them all so far. 
 
    "She is, isn't she, Sandman? A beautiful piece of driftwood in a tempest. The other option, apart from heading for the Ghant Isles, is this...have you boys seen the burning ship off our starboard bow?" 
 
    Sandman licked his dry lips. Most of them men had spent the last hour watching the flames rise on the massive vessel half a mile away from them. As its crew struggled to put out the fires. 
 
    "The king's dreadnought? Yes skipper I think we've all seen it, it's three times our size and lighting up the sky." 
 
    The captain considered this. 
 
    He glanced out of the window at the rain and spray pelting against it. 
 
    "And then there is the storm coming in ahead of us, the swells of which we are feeling." 
 
    Sandman steadied himself again on the creaking floorboards. 
 
    "There are a lot of factors to be considered sir, which pose a clear and present threat to us and our staying on the right side of the sea." 
 
    The captain stroked a polished golden disc on the end of his long chin beard. He gave a few murmurs of consideration. 
 
    "So it's either a tropical island for some good drink, music and women...or its attack a dreadnought on fire, steal whatever they have, and escape into the fury of a storm with a possible prize we as yet know nothing about, but is possibly nothing?" 
 
    Sandman swallowed and nodded. 
 
    "That does seem to be our two choices sir." 
 
    The captain cast the three dice out into a shallow basin on his desk. They rattled and rolled and came to a stop. Instead of numbered dots, each face held a different sigil of Livretti, but never the same one twice. The symbols faded and reappeared, idols to chaos.  
 
    The captain leaned over the table like a storm cloud and peered at the bones. 
 
    Sandman and Eke stood there in front of the desk, shivering but resolute. The captain looked up, a slow smile spreading across his bestial features. 
 
    "Boys, you are going to be so pleased about this result." 
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    Deena knelt on the splintered deck. Her knees were bloody, tears cut paths through the dirt on her face. She prayed. 
 
    "Star in the midnight sky 
 
    Lighthouse in the tempest sea 
 
    Brilliance of idea inhaled 
 
    Glimmer in the new-born eye 
 
    Beckoning campfire in the darkest night 
 
    Hope in the heart of the hunted 
 
    Cleansing fire of the new dawn 
 
    Noble Angall, keep your spark in my heart and soul 
 
    And remind me ever 
 
    That there is a light that never goes out." 
 
    She opened her eyes and gazed out to sea. A grey tide of churning storm cloud was headed towards them from the east. The wind was picking up and she felt its salt sting on her cheeks. The huge ship rocked on the growing waves. Her stomach lurched.  
 
    Cronebirds circled high above the masts. Calling out to each other and diving for fish, their red beaks like bloodied daggers. 
 
    Until two days ago she had only ever seen the ocean from the safety of land. Now it terrified her, the vastness of it. The sheer elemental power of the waves overwhelmed her. Deena was caught between endless ocean and eternal sky. 
 
    The royal dreadnought that was her prison had appeared like a floating castle. Now it was little more than driftwood at the mercy of the swell. 
 
    She was weak with hunger and her belly closed like a fist. The king's bluecoats were frying up some caught fish on deck. Glugging back skins of water and wine, and grinding down their rotten teeth on hard castle bread. A few of them cut lemons in half with sharp little knives and squeezed the juice in to their upturned mouths. The sharp citrus scent hit Deena like a razor. 
 
    When she had prayed under her breath, her voice had been a parched croak and her lips cracked with salty sting. Her body was failing her. 
 
    The manacles hung heavy around her wiry wrists, irritating sores and making her shoulders and neck ache with the weight. The rusty chains attached to them linked both arms and looped down to the ankle bracelets. She could only walk in hunched little steps that made her back scream with cramp. 
 
    When the royal bluecoats had attacked her temple they were a terrifying but immaculate fighting force. Each button polished, faces shaven, black leather boots bulled to a high shine. The only voices were the clipped orders of the officers and the obedient replies of the men. They had murdered, and desecrated with the practiced efficiency of the king's bluecoats. 
 
    Now, days later, the true nature of these thugs shone through. Instead of rescuing them from the evil that infested her land, they had stolen the dark magic and killed any witnesses. They were unshaven and unwashed, reeking of sour sweat. They were in soiled half uniform, many of them bare chested or in open shirts. Their mission a success, they now spoke to each other in bawdy tales of thievery and rape. Spitting on the deck and guffawing at cruel jokes. They had muscular arms etched with faded ink and sunburn, and their eyes shone red with grog. 
 
    Deena thought they behaved like wild pigs, rooting and snuffling through plunder. She did her best to make no eye contact with them, kneeling against the gunwales and hoping no one noticed her. 
 
    The bluecoats had no fear of the prisoners escaping. So at regular intervals brought them above deck to clean or wax the surface of the ship. Deena had bled her hands from scouring the sanding stone across the decking as ordered. 
 
    Every now and again some of the sailors stared at her and whispered amongst themselves. 
 
    She had lived a temple life. She had no significant experience with boys, but her instinct told her what these men had planned for her. Deena was small, wiry and boyish. She knew she would not survive an assault by these men. She would be used and then thrown overboard, some excuse made to the king on arrival in Vassonia. 
 
    Deena was damned if that was how her life was going to end. These brutes had desecrated the sacred temple of Angall. She would not allow herself desecrated the same way. 
 
    She would see the entire ship to the bottom of the ocean first. If there was one thing she had noticed since boarding ship, it's that sailors were a superstitious bunch. Each of those superstitions came from a legitimate fear. One of the keenest fears of the men was a fire at sea. The water beneath terrified her. But she would consign herself to the depths before allowing these pigs to ravish her. The other reason she knew she must see this ship below the waves was what it carried in its hold.  
 
    She could not believe it when she saw the bluecoats building a crude cage around the egg and carry it to their ship. After the suffering the object had caused. The evil it had spawned.  
 
    They are taking it to the king! 
 
    That was when Deena knew. King Oligan, lord and protector of the kingdom, was a worshipper and thrall of the Sorrow. The very man hailed as humanity's champion was working in league with a force that would see it dead. It was an unforgivable betrayal.  
 
    Deena had seen what the essence of the Sorrow could do to a small coastal town. What devastation it would cause if it had free reign in a city. There was no way to harness and control that kind of dark magic. It had to be destroyed. Deena knew she was young and weak, but if this was her only chance to face the monsters in the dark and win, so be it. She would accept her own death.  
 
    She felt her blessing stir behind her breastbone. The hot little cinder kindling and crackling.  
 
    Something caught her eye on the horizon. A black speck that was moving across the waves. Deena wondered if her eyes were playing tricks. So she raised her heavy manacled wrists and rubbed her face. Squinting out against the sun, she was certain of it. 
 
    It was another ship. 
 
    Her heart began to flutter in excitement. Her mind raced. Her current predicament was beyond all hope. Could she be saved? 
 
    No, she could not risk it. Those aboard that ship might be no better than the brutes that had her. She doused the hope inside and set her jaw. She would continue with her plan to send the Sorrow to the depths.  
 
    She peered out at the encroaching ship again. It was closing in. She stole a quick glance behind her to the drunken bluecoats. To her amazement, none of them had yet noticed the threat. 
 
    She closed her eyes and whispered under her breath as she prepared herself for death.  
 
    "There is a light that always burns." 
 
    The voice at her side was raspy and cruel. 
 
    "Oh your light's due to go out soon enough, princess." 
 
    Deena's eyes snapped open. She turned to see the fat bluecoat overseer that had killed the oracle of her temple and put her in chains. He was the one that had manhandled her the most and took delight in her pain. 
 
    Deena knew she was going to die, so thought she might as well be honest.  
 
    "You fat hog, stinking devil. You burned my temple and killed my village. The fires of Angall will pour from the sky down upon you. The skin will be seared from your sweating skull." 
 
    The words poured out of her. This mindless henchman had killed peaceful innocent people. Just to see the blood flow and laughed as he did it. Now he was taking a foul demonic artefact to pollute the rest of the world.  
 
    Not while I still have a breath left.  
 
    He came at her. Her wrists were bound. She tried to raise them as the fist slammed into her head. But it offered little protection. The world spun and she slumped against the gunwales. Before she could come to her senses, the overseer had wrenched her up by the manacles, sending white-hot pain through her wrists. He leaned over her, his wiry grey moustache brushing her face. Even in her stupor she could feel the coarse wiry follicles and smell his parched breath. As he spoke, a gobbet of greasy saliva drooled from his lips and ran down her cheek. 
 
    "Once we hand you over to the king, missy, the same thing will happen to you as happens to every other aberration that spouts magic. It'll be drained out and your husk will be left to rot in the moat. You're an ingredient for a soup, girly, nothing more. And as long as that spark of witchcraft is still intact within your belly, we can do what we want to with the rest of you. So believe me, little redbreast, this is going to be a long, long journey for you." 
 
    He dragged her up further and then slapped her hard twice in the face. The rough palm of his hand scraped her face like sandpaper and her skull rang like a bell. Her body went limp in his grip and she prayed for unconsciousness but it never came, just loud, deep pain. The overseer let her hang for a moment and then dropped her to the deck. 
 
    Deena fell like a ragdoll and lay there breathing hard. The silhouette of the overseer loomed above her. He twirled his waxed moustache and laughed to the rest of the sailors on deck. The bright sun shone down on her face, making her squint, and sparks of light flickered in her vision. The overseer stepped over her, gesturing to some sailors by the mainmast. 
 
    "Once you've finished that wine, lads, chuck her back below decks. Keep her separate from the others, a few of us are gonna pay her a visit after luncheon." 
 
    Heavy boots stepped over her and the shadow passed. Leaving Deena in agony and staring up at the fluttering white sails and beyond at the clear blue sky. 
 
    This was her moment, as good a time as any to make her final act of defiance. 
 
    Her tiny spark of adolescent magic was all she had left. 
 
    Deena let the fire kindle behind her sternum, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She let her mind go calm and when she breathed out she opened her eyes. A tiny mote of fiery light drifted from her mouth and floated upwards in a haphazard pattern. Like a dandelion caught in the breeze. She lost its position in the sunlight a few times. Then to her grim delight it stuck to the billowing white sail like a burr. A small dark mark grew as it charred the material. 
 
    Her eyes glanced around in fear. But to her amazement, no one had paid her the least bit of attention or seen the mote drift up from her. After a few moments rough hands grabbed her manacles and dragged her across the deck towards the cells. Despite her pain, she smiled with bloodied teeth as she slid back into the shadows. 
 
    They abandoned her in the dank room below deck. Deena folded herself into a fetal position in the corner of the cramped and stinking cell. Her jaw ached, her wrists bled from the edges of the manacles and her ribs bruised. She knew that this moment was as good as it was ever going to get for her at the hands of these men.  
 
    Deena could not imagine why Angall gifted her. It didn't matter anymore, she thought. It was all going to be over soon. It was done now. She had kindled the ship. 
 
    No more point mulling it over now. 
 
    She could hear chaos and shouting above deck, demands for water and sand to be thrown on the flames. After a while Deena began to smell smoke and wisps of it curled under the door of her cell. She heard the crackle of burning wood and a few desperate shadows ran past her prison. 
 
    She smiled. Not one single bluecoat on board would ever bother anybody except fish again. 
 
    She sat up a little and leaned her head back on the wall. The smoke was drifting under the door now and she thought the ship listed a little. Then a sudden thud and the splintering of wood, as if something had crashed into the starboard side. She listened to the boots stomping on deck and the cries for help. Then something else, something that didn't make sense to her. 
 
    A bestial roar shook the walls of her cell. 
 
    The sound was like that of the lions that had hunted near the outskirts of the temple. A terrifying primal sound that turned Deena's guts to water. Deena had prepared for fire and drowning. But not this.  
 
    Her cell door slammed open, making Deena press herself against the wall in terror. There stood the fat mustachioed overseer that had taken such an enjoyment in her pain. His face was a mask of red rage and he held a curved knife in his hand. He hissed at her through gritted teeth. 
 
    "You little bitch! You burned my ship!" 
 
    Deena glared back at him and tightened her aching jaw. She spat blood on the floor and offered him a polite smile. 
 
    "Not me. I am just a vessel for the power of the holy light. It is shining upon your wickedness and cruelty. Now you will drown with me and torment no others with your brutality and your stink." 
 
    The overseer stepped into the cell and flashed his knife. There was a mad light in his eyes. Whatever was happening out there in the ship, she knew it was more than the fire she had kindled. The overseer glanced behind him and kicked the cell door shut. Deena backed up against the wall as far as she could. She looked around her. There was no escape and no cover. So she braced for the impending violence, dreading the sensation of the blade cutting her. 
 
    "Oh we won't have time to drown lass. Not now the Red Storm has boarded us. Is that your doing too? Does every cut throat with a Magus on the ocean follow your cursed cult? The warped stick together, do they?" 
 
    Deena peered at him, confused. She could smell the reek of his sweat. 
 
    "I...I don't know what you..." 
 
    The overseer twirled his dirty moustache and advanced. 
 
    "I'm going to slit you open and let that light free from your heart, girl. You've attacked the king's navy, that's treason, and treason means death." 
 
    Deena tried to stand and protect herself but the manacles limited her movement. The big man was almost upon her. 
 
    Deena closed her eyes and began to pray. 
 
    The cell door burst open and a young Bluecoat staggered in, his eyes wild. He grabbed the doorframe and stood breathing hard. His arm was bleeding. 
 
    "Overseer, we can't stop it. It's killed half the men, I've never seen anything move so fast. Our swords don't even cut its skin." 
 
    The overseer spun around and took a nervous step back into the cell. 
 
    "Crossbows! Get the crossbows from the armory. We'll bring it down with those." 
 
    The young bluecoat glanced down the corridor at a crash followed by a scream. 
 
    "It's too late sir. We have to abandon the ship. We are lost." 
 
    The overseer gritted his teeth and pointed his knife at the bluecoat. 
 
    "Get your cowardly arse back up on deck and fight, damn you!" 
 
    The young man steadied himself against the doorframe and swallowed hard. 
 
    "Yes sir. I'll get the-" 
 
    Before he could finish, a blurred shape hurtled past the door. The bluecoat vanished out of sight with a violence Deena could not believe. She held her breath at a tearing sound. A spatter of blood on the wall. The overseer let out a small cry and stepped back further into the room. The ship lurched and Deena took her chance and wrapped her chains around the thick ankle of the overseer. He staggered, his arms wind milling and then he crashed down on the decking with a whoomph! 
 
    The knife flew from his hand and clattered against the wall. Deena made a desperate crawl for it but the overseer shot out a hand and grabbed her leg. Deena kicked out at him but his meaty hand pulled her back and began to thump into her ribs. All the air was forced from her and she curled up from the pain. 
 
    The fat man tried to pull himself up, his jowly face red with rage and exertion. Deena got lucky with a kick and managed to hit his nose with one of her foot bracelets. The overseer's nose cracked and gushed blood but it only made him angrier. He punched her thigh again with a hammerfist and Deena's leg went numb. She moaned in pain as she crawled away from the man. 
 
    With a lurch he got back to his feet and came at her, hands reaching for her throat. Deena shimmied to the corner of the room twisting and turning, her slick skin making her a harder target to grab. Then the big man was on her, pinning her against the wall with all his weight. Deena could hardly breathe, suffocating beneath his belly. 
 
    The overseer drooled on her, his bloodshot eyes crazed. 
 
    "You won't be my first virgin, lass, but you may be my last." 
 
    Deena's hands were on the knife and dragged it across his belly with all her fading strength. 
 
    The overseer's eyes goggled and he made a surprised yelp, like he had cut himself shaving. He stood, peering down at his belly. The bile rose as she looked at his wound. Yellowish fat exposed like curdled butter. Beneath that the raw scarlet of torn muscle. He looked up at Deena with a bewildered expression. 
 
    "I am unmade." 
 
    Deena held the bloodied knife out in front of her in trembling hands, breathing hard. 
 
    "You should never have been made, monster." 
 
    The overseer just stood there. Stooped over and holding himself together, his blood dripping on the wooden decking. Deena noticed the keys on his belt and started to flinch forward. She made desperate grabs for them, but the fat man batted her hand away.  
 
    Deena lunged forward again and slashed the blade, not caring where it landed. Because of her size, the edge slashed at the overseer's codpiece. A welt of blood issued forth, soaking his breaches. He fell to his knees with a high-pitched wail, and Deena took the chance to wrest the keys from his belt. 
 
    Deena fiddled with the bunch of keys, trying each one out in her manacles until the rewarding click. She glanced up at the overseer, who had blood running from his mouth. His face was a mask of more shock than pain, and he used one hand across his fat thighs to hold himself together. 
 
    Deena had no time to savor her victory before a shadow was cast across her. 
 
    A huge animal breathed outside and she could smell the musk. She looked up and her jaw fell. Something hunched in the doorframe, blocking out the light. The overseer, trembling on his knees, could see her expression change and it made his lips tremble. He began to utter some little-used prayer under his breath. 
 
    The huge shadow crawled into the room on all fours with the grace of a panther. She froze with fear. It was monster she thought only a legend. Then the beast stood on its hind legs and it was the shape of a man, yet its vast head touched the ceiling. 
 
    Body the size of a bear. Ram-horned skull with short antlers above the forehead. Hung with strips of wet flesh from the crew. The face was almost human but brutish and coated in blood and warpaint.  
 
    Deena let her manacles fall to the floor with a clatter and she held up what now seemed a tiny knife. The beast cocked its head at her and then loomed over the kneeling overseer. The fat man looked up, his jowly face shaking. In a voice so deep the timbers shivered, the creature spoke. 
 
    "Why do they always think they have time for rape?" 
 
    The overseer raised a bloody pleading hand. 
 
    "Please. The king will reward-" 
 
    The beast reached down and picked up the overseer by collar and legs, and then in one swift motion tore him in two. Deena's mind could not accept what she had seen. The little knife fell from her grasp and she edged back against the wall. The beast discarded both dripping halves of the overseer and crouched down in front of her. Deena was shaking, muttering her final prayer to Angall. Her blue eyes were wide with shock. The beast leaned in close, his huge chest rising and falling with calm measured breath. He took in a few sniffs of the air around her and nodded. 
 
    "Not much of value on this ship, apart from wine and smoked fish. Makes me wonder what all these soldiers were taking such pains to convey to the king. Was it you? Or that broken old relic in the cargo hold?" 
 
    Deena found her trembling voice from somewhere. She had never seen anything like this creature. He terrified her more than her captors. But the thought of the relic reaching dry land terrified her just as much.  
 
    "Don't touch that. It's dangerous. It from the old times. It's infected with the Sorrow." 
 
    The beast narrowed its eyes at this.  
 
    "Now that's interesting. Not the first thing like that been cropping up again in the world. Might mean rumors are true..." 
 
    Deena's voice was tiny and shaking.  
 
    "What...what rumors?" 
 
    The beast leaned in and regarded her like she was a rare curio.  
 
    "That the Sorrow is coming back into the world. That's old dark magic that thing below deck. And very valuable to the right people." 
 
    Deena shook her head. She tried to push herself further back into the wall, away from the monster.  
 
    "You can't. It's too dangerous, I've seen what it can do. Just let the ship sink." 
 
    The beast toyed with a golden coin that was woven into his beard. He seemed to be thinking.  
 
    "No matter, I looked in the hold. It's half submerged, little one. It'll be at the bottom of the sea within the hour. So I guess if this bit of piracy is to be profitable, I'll have to make do with you." 
 
    Deena's eyes widened even further.  
 
    "Me? No, take what you want but let me go down with the ship. Let me go to god." 
 
    The monster leaned in and took another large sniff of her head. The fiery eyes regarded her. 
 
    "You, little human, have the Magus Heart within you. Just like I do. I can smell it a mile off. Though I haven't smelt sorcery like that in a long time. I don't think this ship is burning all around us by accident. So, you're coming with me until I think out how much your gifts are worth." 
 
    The ship lurched again and Deena heard timber crack somewhere in the bowels of the vessel. The smoke was now billowing into her cell and stinging her eyes. Whatever fate had in store for her now, staying aboard the royal dreadnought was not an option. 
 
    The beast stood, dragging her by the arm as if she weighed nothing at all. 
 
    Deena tried to remember the phrase she had heard the bluecoats use for such a predicament. Then it came to her. 
 
    Drowning in a shark's mouth. 
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    "There is no time to dither, Alfred, we have to meet with the others and get out of the city, come on!" 
 
    Alfred let Phillip drag him and then pulled away back to the panel. 
 
    "Alfred!" 
 
    Phillip grabbed Alfred by the shoulder and half dragged him down the corridor. Alfred peered in horror through the tiny slats in the panel. Trying to get a glimpse of what lay beyond. He whispered in desperation to Phillip.  
 
    "We cannot leave them behind. They will be killed. We have to go back and rescue them!" 
 
    Phillip glared at him and grabbed his robes. He whispered.  
 
    "Have you ever seen a Witchfinder, boy? Do you have any idea what they would do to you? Especially the one that hunts you. He will tear you apart to get to your magic. Now come on!" 
 
    Alfred resisted. He had to see who was pursuing him. He moved back to the hidden panel, where a few slivers of light shone through from the room. If he could get up close perhaps he could. Phillip pulled at him and whispered close to his ear. 
 
    "There is no time, Alfred, we have to meet with the others and get out of the city!" 
 
    Alfred held up a hand and got his eyes close to the chinks in the panel where the plaster had worn away. Through a gap in the books beyond he could see Master Astara standing in front of his desk with his hands up in supplication. Several armed men in long blue coats and black leather masks had taken up position in the chamber with swords drawn. To his horror one of the blades was slick with blood. 
 
    The young acolyte Pica was standing behind Astara. Astara was attempting a pious smile but his eyes betrayed his fear. Astara spoke as calm and as he could but his voice wavered. 
 
    "Goodmen, goodmen, take ease! This is a school, a school for holy men in the service of Angall, Lord of Illumination. This is not a battleground or city bordello for drunken soldiers to rampage. What in the name of the Light is this?" 
 
    Another voice spoke then, reedy and high, and Alfred was unsure at first if it was man or woman. It had the odd sing song quality of a preacher always reciting a hymn.  
 
    "There is no more dangerous place in the entire world than a school, father. It is a hotbed of ideas and the foundation that the rest of a man's mind is built upon. We need to make sure it is built on solid, patriotic rock, not seditious sand, do we not?" 
 
    Astara put his long arm around the acolyte Pica, ruffling the boy's hair and drawing him close. 
 
    "The only thing we fill the boy's heads with here is the light of Angall. The king has no right to send armed men in to a temple school to shed blood." 
 
    Alfred tried to angle himself to see who Astara was speaking with, but the bookcase blocked his breadth of vision. The other person spoke again, a hint of strange accent in his voice. 
 
    "The king has the right to do whatever it takes to safeguard his kingdom, and I go where he sends me. To wherever there is impurity needing routed. Is there impurity here, southerner? Between you and this boy, perhaps?" 
 
    Astara stood straight and set his jaw. He bristled at the insinuation. 
 
    "How dare you. We are custodians of these young men's souls until they leave here. Do not project your own foulness on us." 
 
    The other figure stepped forward and Alfred restrained a gasp. 
 
    He looked like a man starved to death. He was thin with spindly limbs wrapped in black silk. His hands waved like pale spiders as he spoke. His sunken skull gave his face a tortured look, and yet even as he spoke a mocking smile danced on the thin lips. His eyes were a watery blue and shone with the light of zealotry.  
 
    Even from behind the wall Alfred could feel the threat from this man. He exuded casual authority and power, the fate of others decided in a snap of thin fingers.  
 
    And madness. The man reeked of madness.  
 
    The armed hatchetmen around him were tall and broad, knotted muscles under their leather armor. Their black executioner masks hid their features and each of them looked every inch the enforcer. Yet all the authority in the room belonged to the skeletal man with the crazed eyes. He shrugged his bony shoulders and spoke as he inspected the room. 
 
    He walked close past the bookcase, his long finger trailing in the dust on the shelves. 
 
    Alfred and Phillip froze. 
 
    They had waited too long to move. Now that the clatter and violence of the armed men's entrance had subsided, there was a tense silence in the room.  
 
    Alfred tried to calm his fear and breathe shallow, but he was terrified they could hear him through the wall. Loose plaster crunched beneath his feet and in his ears it sounded like thunder. They could only stand there and pray that the Witchfinder did not detect them.  
 
    The thin man turned back to Astara.  
 
    "Hmm I just cannot help seeing the worst in people, father. Forgive me. I am a poor soul, and a mere servant of King Oligan, May He Always Watch Over Us. I have heard disturbing rumors about this seminary. Seditious priests spreading discontent against the state." 
 
    Astara's nervous eyes followed the Witchfinder all around the room. The thin man picked up ornaments, dusted book covers, and moved the curtains, as if expecting to find his quarry in each one. Astara raised his hands in supplication, trying to keep himself calm and level. 
 
    "There is no need for violence here. Tell your men to sheath their swords and we can talk. What is it that causes you to break down our doors?" 
 
    The Witchfinder spun round, fixing Astara with one beady blue eye. He raised a finger and twirled it. 
 
    "Oh just the usual. I'm looking for forbidden magic. That filthy, tempting, addictive magic that gets right into people's souls, even the purest of heart. Have you, by any chance, seen any?" 
 
    Astara positioned himself between the Witchfinder and the young acolyte Pica. The masked henchmen closed in a little with a rattle of swords. 
 
    "No. Only the Light of Angall." 
 
    The Witchfinder stepped up close to Astara, peering up at the taller man and studying his open mouth, as if searching for physical remanence of lies. 
 
    "We have it on good authority that one of your young priests in training has manifested an act of sorcery, in these walls. A manifestation that is not only found in the book of the forbidden, it is right there in the red pages, the worst, most dangerous and vile manifestations of magic that could spread like a plague around this land and be the ruin of us all." 
 
    Astara stood tall, his tall figure carrying a proud bearing and towering above the thin Witchfinder. 
 
    "I have seen no such thing." 
 
    The Witchfinder stepped close to Astara's face, causing the dark man to blink and flinch. He turned and walked away a few paces and then spun around with a skeletal smile. He twirled his hand dismissively. 
 
    "Wouldn't be anything too impressive, not sprouting wings or transforming into a wolf, levitating, or regrowing a limb. Nothing so big and dramatic. Just a little whoomph, an insignificant cinder coughed out to float away on the breeze. The most it might do is set your papers alight." 
 
    The Witchfinder put his fingers to his lips and exhaled some air, miming something floating off away from him with a manic gaze. 
 
    "Seen anything like that?" 
 
    Astara stood tall and defiant but said nothing more.  
 
    Alfred's eyes was started to itch from dryness and dust. He saw through the broken wall that a fine sheen of sweat had broken out on Astara's dark, shaven head. The Witchfinder reached out one long finger and ran it down the taller man's temple. Astara shivered. He ran it under his nose as if searching for the scent of fear or lies. 
 
    The Witchfinder squared his narrow shoulders and his voice took on more menace. 
 
    "By royal authority I am relieving you of your position as head of this establishment, the assets of the seminary shall fill the palace coffers. You are a traitorous soul, Astara, and you have been harboring a fugitive. I wonder how your black skin will crisp beneath my brands, eh?" 
 
    Astara seemed to have grown a foot in height now, his voice clear as if giving a sermon. Pica had backed off closer to the window shutters. 
 
    "I know who you are. Merrick Clay. I know what you did to that poor boy's family to get to him. It will not go unpunished. A reckoning is coming, Witchfinder, the Messengers of Angall are returning from long sleep. They will take crusade against your tyranny and light will cleanse the land. That is why you seek those with Angall's Whisper within their souls. You fear this; you fear real threat to your power. A threat to your real masters, the Sorrow." 
 
    The Witchfinder stopped quite still and his smile returned. 
 
    "So you know who I'm looking for. And the aberration that warps him. So let's drop the act, priest. I know you are part of a secret society that would undo our monarchy. You know that the Sorrow is returning and there on nothing you can do to stop it. It will purify the world as it feasts on its bones. You know you are going to die, Astara. You cannot save yourself. But how you breathe your last, and how long it takes, is up to me."  
 
    Astara shook his head, a look of pity on his austere face. 
 
    "To kill your own, Merrick Clay? To murder those blessed by the Gods. How do you sleep? What sort of Magus are you?" 
 
    The Witchfinder Merrick Clay let his shoulders sag a little and leaned on the table, as if resigned to something. 
 
    "You know my name. You know I always get my man, sooner or later. And you know when it comes to sorcery, I'm somewhat of a specialist. Shall I show you what sort of Magus I am, priest?" 
 
    He stood and linked his fingers together, cracking his knuckles and limbering his hands as if about to play an instrument. 
 
    "What do you know about ossomancy, Astara? 
 
    Astara raised his hand high, palm facing the Witchfinder, and closed his eyes. He began to pray aloud. 
 
    "Great Angall 
 
    Clean this house and-" 
 
    The Witchfinder Merrick Clay raised his own hands and closed the white fingers into fists. Astara's eyes opened wide in shock as his fingers bent back against the joint with a series of pops. 
 
    Alfred opened his mouth to scream but Phillip's big hand clamped over his lips and his Master's face closed in next to his ear. 
 
    "Don't make a sound Alfred. There's nothing you can do." 
 
    Alfred just watched in horror, tears welling in his eyes. 
 
    Astara fell to his knees, his other hand trying to force his fingers back into alignment, stop them curling backwards like dry reeds as if invisible hands were gripping them. They snapped once again and he screamed aloud. The sweat gushed forth from his face. Clay stood over him, seeming taller and more robust. 
 
    "This could all have gone so much easier, Damon Astara of Angall's halls." 
 
    Astara winced in agony as his hand bunched into a fist but in the wrong direction, the fingertips curled into the back of his knuckles. He looked up at Clay and managed a few strained words. 
 
    "You...have no...idea...what magic is for...faithless worm..." 
 
    Merrick Clay glanced around at his men, who despite their intimidating frames and enjoyment of violence, were becoming agitated with the conversation.  
 
    "I think we've had just about enough of your chattering teeth, Astara." 
 
    Clay flicked his fingers and Astara flung his head back, mouth agape. With a bloody sucking sound, both rows of front teeth were pulled from the gums. Clay moved his hand as if shaking water from it and the extracted teeth rattled across the stone floor. Astara gave a choked scream and fell down on all fours, blood trickling from his mouth. 
 
    Merrick Clay crouched down in front of him and spoke, like a lover. 
 
    "Now, and I don't need you to enunciate it all, you're going to tell me where the boy Alfred is." 
 
    Alfred was weeping, part of him pushing against the panel, his every instinct to help Astara. 
 
    Phillip grabbed him by the collar and pulled him back. He whispered. 
 
    "Alfred if we don't go now we are both dead, and that's not what Angall wants for us yet. Come on!" 
 
    Alfred clenched his fists and it took all his willpower not to smash them against the plaster wall.  
 
    Feeling like the most wretched coward in the world, he turned away and let Phillip lead him along the darkened passage.  
 
    Alfred stumbled as he turned his head to see if they were being pursued. 
 
    "The Witchfinder, Master. I could not believe it. He was using magic! He is a Magus himself." 
 
    Phillip turned with a bitter twist to his mouth. 
 
    "Aye lad, what else could the king send against the warped than one of their own? High ranking Witchfinders like Merrick Clay that hunts their own kind. They are dark wizards, the lowest of the low, as warped and twisted as a man can get." 
 
    They came to a junction in the passageway. Phillip stopped and felt for a breeze, sniffed the air and then dragged Alfred to down the right hand passage.  
 
    "I have seen little magic in my lifetime, Master, but nothing like what he used." 
 
    Phillip grunted low in his throat, a sound of disgust. 
 
    "Ossomancy, bone-breaking magic. It's his specialty, Alfred. He is adept at all the magicks of pain. You see his form, don't you?" 
 
    Alfred chilled at the memory of the Witchfinder. He was like a dug up plague corpse. He looked as if he ought to have been weak as a kitten but there was a preternatural energy to his every movement. 
 
    "He looked at death's door, as sick as I've ever seen a man who was still on his feet." 
 
    The tunnel curved to the left and Phillip stepped out to peer around the corner. He breathed a sigh of relief and beckoned Alfred on.  
 
    "He draws his power from suffering Alfred. Not just others, but his own. He starves himself, brands his own skin, wears spiked bracelets that pierce his flesh, chews upon razors. He has likely broken his own bones a hundred times before hurting others. With each pang of hunger and spike of torment, he gains power and focus. He is the last Witchfinder in the entire world I would want in pursuit of us, Alfred, but he is the one we have." 
 
    Phillip put an arm out as they came to a heavy oak door. Alfred could hear the carts trundling along the cobbled streets and the lively sounds of the market beyond. He made a guess that they were somewhere in the square at the corner of Veal Street and Pott's Alley. 
 
    Phillip turned the key, opened the door a crack and peered out into the smoky market. His eyes were wide and fearful. He turned back to Alfred, distracted. 
 
    "You've not been given this blessing because you're special, Alfred. You're special because you've been given it. That means you have to be the one to rise up and meet its expectations. Despite fear, and ignorance, and selfishness, and the craving for the easy path, you have to choose to rise up off your knees and stand tall. Do you understand, boy?" 
 
    Alfred shook his head with a puzzled smile. 
 
    "That Witchfinder. He burned my family, tortured Astara. He is a monster. Whatever this blessing or curse is I've been given, will it one day make me strong enough to kill him?" 
 
    Phillip looked long at Alfred, his smile a mixture of pride and sadness.  
 
    "Alfred, if you can survive the many trials ahead of you, you will be ready to send that torturing zealot back to his Sorrow masters in pieces." 
 
    Alfred felt a rage burn inside him, like he had never felt.  
 
    "Then as poor a candidate for a blessing as I am, I will do whatever Angall asks of me. Until I can take my revenge." 
 
    Phillip patted Alfred's greasy hair and then resumed his vigil on the market.  
 
    "The way is clear. Now lad, let's go." 
 
    Alfred gritted his teeth and they walked out into the alleyway together. It was a narrow connecting path that was pitted with water filled holes. Rubbish was strewn at the edges and it reeked of urine. A large black rat scurried over Alfred's sandal as he stepped out, causing him to jump. He took a deep breath and gathered himself. Phillip peered up and down the alleyway and then ushered him on. 
 
    "The city watch may have been alerted to us. The Witchfinder may have circulated our names but he will not have told them the reason. They keep information to themselves." 
 
    The two holy men of Angall hurried through the city streets, appearing as casual as their thumping hearts would allow. Their dark robes trailed through the puddles and discarded vegetables that littered the marketplace and they weaved their way amongst jostling wives and gangs of dirty faced urchins. Great cauldrons of pottage and broth steamed at corner stalls and the smoke from fried legs of spiced chicken permeated the air, stinging Alfred's eyes and causing him to salivate. A few ragged beggars rattled tin cups for coin.  
 
    After a few minutes they left the bustle of the marketplace behind and turned down Orchard Row, a municipal park area lined with apple trees. It was walled boulevard and many alcoves were built in to the stone on either side, housing small statues to the Gods or memorials of old battles. There were people milling about but it was far from crowded. "Master if we turn left at the end and cut through the Cider Mill Street, we can take the backways straight there. There are less people." 
 
    Phillip worked his mouth and frowned as he calculated the least likelihood of being stopped by the Watch. 
 
    Alfred pointed to a series of closes that wormed their way off the main thoroughfare. 
 
    "That's where we want, Master. That alley takes us out right at the Lamplighter." 
 
    Alfred glanced behind them and to his horror four city watchmen in their red and white tabards marched out from the other end of Orchard Row. Alfred and Phillip took deep breaths and tried to appear as casual as possible, but one of the men tapped his colleague on the shoulder and point to where they were standing. The other two stood taller and straightened their leather jacks. He looked up at Phillip who only whispered one word. 
 
    "Run." 
 
    9 
 
      
 
    Deena dreamed of the dark haired young priest running through cobbled streets. The alleyways twisted this way and that, snaking past a putrid brown canal.  
 
    She felt the Magus within her start to glow beneath her lower ribs when she watched the boy. He was the same as her, and just as hunted.  
 
    Run Alfred Sorrowhammer. He is close behind you!  
 
    The thing that hunted him was a man like a pale spider wrapped in black silk. His watery eyes glistened with insanity. He galloped through the city streets on a black horse, with no care who he injured.  
 
    He terrified Deena. He looked like a man but she knew it was a disguise. He was corrupted inside and the stench of him made her retch. It was the same as the mutations that had attacked her town.  
 
    He has the Sorrow in him! Run! 
 
    He wants to rip the sorcery from your body.  
 
    The pale man slowed his horse at a crossway and raised his head as if sniffing the air. 
 
    Deena squirmed in her sleep as she felt his mind reaching out, searching and probing the ether. 
 
    Aware of her.  
 
    She felt that he was looking right at her, peering into her dreaming head.  
 
    She screamed and it carried over into the waking world.  
 
    Deena sat on the filthy straw of the cage catching her breath. She peered between the bars. A fat rat scurried in the shadows towards a crate of limes. 
 
    Shivering, she huddled her arms around her knees, pressed her back into the wooden bars and sighed. She was chilled and her clothes were still sodden with sea spray. 
 
    Her eyes were only now adjusting to the gloom below decks. The hold was full of wares, and with a dawning dread she realized she was part of those commodities. The cage she was in looked made to hold a medium sized animal, a pig or a monkey. It stank like its previous occupant had died on the straw where she now sat. 
 
    Her stomach groaned up at her and Deena could not remember the last time she ate a meal. She looked around her in the gloom and realized that this cage was where she lived now. If this was to be her home, she thought, she would still have to ask Angall's blessing to keep it clean. Spiritually at least.  
 
    She closed her eyes and prayed. 
 
    "Great Angall, 
 
    Let your wisps and gleams 
 
    Reach the farthest cobweb corners 
 
    Of this house. 
 
    Send me the pure light 
 
    To purge the mischief 
 
    From attic and cellar 
 
    And your burning sprites 
 
    To cleanse the creeping dark. " 
 
    A hot sting of tears fell as she whispered, cursing her fortune.  
 
    She had escaped one group of monsters to be captured by another. She had never seen anything like the savage beast that had taken her aboard his ship.  
 
    He was just another thing of fangs and violence, preying on the weak. She made a vow when she saw the aberrations of the Sorrow murdering her village and stealing her little brother in the night. That somehow she would find the strength one day to purge the world of such vile creatures, with the burning pure light of Angall.  
 
    This brutish captain was now added to the list. She would find a way to kill him even if it meant sacrificing herself.  
 
    She would harden her muscles and her heart until she was a saint of stone. Bringing retribution to every predator and unjust monster from sea to sea. Deena loved the word crusade. It had a wonderful death-or-glory sound.  
 
    A door creaked and a pool of light formed on the far end of the hold. She scrabbled amongst her straw for a weapon and her hand settled on a thin sliver of bone. She gripped it tight and held her breath, pushing herself to the far end of the cramped cage. 
 
    Heavy footsteps thudded down the stairs. An unmistakable figure stood in the pool of light from above. At least seven feet tall, broader than three men, with curved rams horns on the side of a broad head. He sniffed the air of the hold and then dropped to all fours and snuffled towards a stack of crates. He plucked something small and round from one of them and then stood and rubbed it against his chest. 
 
    Deena held her breath and her heart thumped. 
 
    It was him. 
 
    The small sliver of bone pathetic in her hand, she looked around for something deadlier. There was nothing else in her cage but straw. 
 
    The monster walked up to her cage on clawed feet and pulled up a crate. He sat outside the bars, his shadow looming over Deena. Deena could smell the dried blood and gore on his fur. The musky stench of his sweat and the sweet tanginess of something else that made her salivate. 
 
    The monster took a bite of the apple and regarded her with an amused smile. She sat there on her straw with her eyes tight shut, feeling his eyes burning into her and each hot breath waft the hair from her face. When he spoke, it was the rough grunt of a bear. 
 
    "What is it, the red hair that the king likes?" 
 
    The apple crunched and her belly groaned, but she did not open her eyes. She sat for a moment listening to the monster chewing and then his heavy breath like a tide. She was trying to think of a clever answer when the creature spoke again. 
 
    "You were being protected by over a hundred Royal Bluejackets. What are you, his favorite concubine? Little underdeveloped for all that nonsense, I'd say." 
 
    Deena's cheeks flushed with anger and she blurted out. Her eyes opened and she stared at the beast. 
 
    "I am not the king's whore!" 
 
    As soon as the words were out she recoiled to the back of her cage. The monster's broad face was up close to the bars and her heart fluttered. Her eyes were adjusting to the gloom and she could make out the terrible nature of his features. 
 
    The eyes were a deep purple, almost black and there was a terrible intelligence in them. The face around them snarled something else. It was a brutish man of sorts as its base ingredient. A prize-fighter's flat nose and heavy brow, but within it was a horrible chimera of goat, stag, tiger and bear. Deena could not judge his skin colour, because his face was plastered with the dried blood of the bluecoats. She recoiled as he gave off the iron stink of human gore. He cocked his head to one side and appraised her like she was a foreign coin. 
 
    "No, no I don't think you are. But you're something, that's for sure. Something valuable." 
 
    Deena tightened her jaw and looked at her scraped and bruised feet. 
 
    "I am no one." 
 
    The captain appraised her, running a pitted claw up the bars of her cage. 
 
    "We're all no one, lass. Some no-one's are just worth more than others." 
 
    Deena glanced sidelong at the terrible claw, at least six inches long and sharp enough to gut her in a stroke.  
 
    "And you? You are a pirate, robber and killer. That much I've seen for myself. What are your intentions with me?" 
 
    The giant shoulders shrugged as if the answer was obvious. Cyrus took a bite of his apple and answered. 
 
    "My intentions with you are to make the greatest profit possible with your sale. Most likely at the midnight fair. But I'd sell you to the king himself if I thought he'd part with the money." 
 
    Deena had never met anything like this captain before, but she had heard enough stories. This pirate had stolen enough of the king's goods and sunk enough of his ships to have ten death sentences on his head. Besides, the king deplored the Old Races, they were all savages who stole children from their beds. 
 
    "You know the king would skin you and hang your pelt upon his walls. As he does with anything different." 
 
    The captain flashed his yellow fangs and twirled his moustache. 
 
    "I would make the most marvelous wall hanging though, wouldn't I? If that is to be my fate, so be it. As long as I add a touch of glamour to the room." 
 
    Deena's impetuous nature won over her piety once again. She was sick of being hungry. Sick of the not washing and making water in a bucket. Sick of the incessant nauseating rocking of the cursed ship she was on. Most of all she was sick of being a captive audience for the whims and stories of demons. Whether they wore blue coats or had curving horns. 
 
    "As long as they washed out the stench of wet bear, or whatever that reek is." 
 
    The deep rumble of laughter that made the straw Deena sat on vibrate. His breath washed over her like a hot gale. It stank of meat. With a shiver Deena remembered what kind of meat. He pointed a finger at her. 
 
    "You don't smell so great yourself, Ginger. And you look nothing special, an average female of your kind. What's different about you, that the king's men take such pains to transport you?" 
 
    Hot humiliation flushed in her cheeks. She sat down on the straw and folded her arms. She spoke through clenched teeth. 
 
    "I thought they had come to rescue us. From the plague that afflicted our village. From that horrible egg that was in the ship's hold. They killed everyone else. Except me. They took me because of my...because of my blessing." 
 
    The purple eyes narrowed and regarded her. He threw the apple core into the gloom and Deena heard rats scurry to it. 
 
    "Whatever your blessing is, it'll fetch a good price. But you might live. Your fate may be better than what I've heard the king and his Witchfinders would do to you. You'd be gutted like a fish."  
 
    The captain leaned in close and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    "I'll tell you what I think, child. I think you might act all coy and pious in your little cage. But I think it was you that burned that dreadnought into the sea. I think you were ready to kill everyone on board, including yourself, just to get revenge on the people that took you. There's fire in you, girl." 
 
    The beast looked her up and down with a suspicious glint in his eyes.  
 
    "In more ways than one I'll wager." 
 
    Deena felt the rage burn in her. She was sick of being an exhibit in one cage or another. She found her heart and stared into the beast's eyes.  
 
    "Well if that's true, monster, and I'd be willing to do that to my own kind for their brutal acts. Think what I'd be willing to do to you. That stinking fur of yours would go up like kindling." 
 
    The huge beast slapped his legs and roared with laughter. He clapped his clawed hands and shook his head.  
 
    "That's more like it! Now we're seeing the real you. The shining little apostle of Angall ready to crusade. All that hate burning in you, little Scorchling. I can warm my hands on it." 
 
    The captain took a long deep breath and toyed with the gold coin that hung from his chin beard. He winked at her through the bars. 
 
    "Our lives can take a thousand different paths, child, all laid out before us, as long as the coin keeps spinning. As soon as it settles, that choice becomes real, and that is our path. This is your path now. Get used to it. This is where your luck has brought you." 
 
    The last of Deena's petulance and willpower faded. Hunger and thirst were overwhelming her and her skinny body did not have the strength to break out of her cage. She hated this feeling more than anything. Being helpless and at the mercy of more powerful beings.  
 
    "I think my luck has long since faded." 
 
    The captain's eyes widened.  
 
    "Because you are in a cage?" 
 
    Deena nodded. She thought he was mocking her but no longer had the energy to think of a cutting response. Her voice was sullen. 
 
    "Because I am in a cage." 
 
    The monster sat up straight on the crate and spread his arms wide in revelation. 
 
    "But you were in a cage on a ship that was on fire . This ship is not on fire. You are lucky." 
 
    Deena turned her head from him and looked over to the small slatted opening in the hull. The sea rose and fell and the briny stink of it blew in to her on the breeze. In that moment she thought she would never set foot on dry land again. 
 
    "How optimistic." 
 
    The captain furrowed his brow. Some of the dried man-blood that was matting the fur of his forehead cracked. Dena felt a wave of nausea. He leaned in.  
 
    "Do you know who I am, child?" 
 
    Deena had not expected the question. Some primitive part of her thought that as long as she did not call this creature by name then it could not harm her. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Who am I?" 
 
    Deena shook her head and looked away. 
 
    "We are brought up not to say your name. Except perhaps in curse. I will not say it aloud. You are the terror of the middle Sea. You have butchered whole towns, drowned innocent families, you cook and eat merchants and fishermen and drink their blood. You are the red waves, and banshee's scream. The horned curse of the sea." 
 
    The captain gave a deep snort of laughter. 
 
    "Bit of a mouthful, that. And you will not say my name?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    The monstrous head leaned in close and Deena could smell the musk from his fur. 
 
    "Why not?" 
 
    She gave a little shake of her head. 
 
    "It is bad luck." 
 
    The captain stared at her for a long moment. Then with a grunt he stood and kicked the crate to one side. His shadow cast Deena's entire enclosure in darkness and she shrank again. Somehow, she would find a way to kill this monster in the name of Angall and cleanse his stain from the world. His fate would be her first crusade. He stepped back from her and a grin spread across his face. The off-white fangs terrified her. In his gravelly rumble he spoke. 
 
    "I'm a bit of a specialist in luck, child. My name is Cyrus Blackweather. You are my prisoner. Until I sell you. Or until the dice say different. " 
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    The two figures bolted down the alleyway, their sandals slapping the cobbles and robes flailing behind them. Alfred could feel his own heart in his ears and the labored breathing of his Master. Behind him he could hear heavy boots stomping and the clatter of the cudgels rattling against the bricks. He did not want to be caught by the Watch, but it was who they would hand him over to that terrified him.  
 
    The Witchfinder Merrick Clay had his scent now, and Alfred knew that the corpse of a man would never stop hunting him, no matter where he ran to. No one ever escaped the Witchfinders forever. And now Alfred knew that they had magic of their own. Wizards to hunt wizards. Merrick Clay could bend and break the bones of others like reeds! Alfred wondered what kind of dark god would bless a man with such a gift. Would any worthy god not grant the gift to mend bones rather than break them? But Alfred knew which powers had gifted Merrick Clay. They were not puritans seeking to rid the world of magic. They were disciples of the Sorrow, scouring the land to wipe out any threats!  
 
    Now they saw Alfred as that threat.  
 
    He tried to push memories of his family from his mind as he ran. The traitorous part of his imagination could not help wondering if Merrick Clay had used his ossomancy on his kin to make them talk. The thought turned his stomach with guilt.  
 
    They came to a junction of intersecting alleyways and Alfred held on Phillip's sleeve. He looked behind them and shouts closed in but the watchmen were still around the corner and not visible. Alfred recognized where he was. He pulled Phillip to the left alley. 
 
    "This way." 
 
    "But the Inn is to the right-" 
 
    "I know a short cut, trust me." 
 
    Alfred dragged his Master down a twisted and circuitous alleyway that only the seedier elements of Vassonian society would ever know to negotiate. His lungs were near bursting when they emerged on Charter Street next to a wool dying mill. Across the wide boulevard was a three storey building, once painted a deep red but now faded in the sun and peeling in places. Several chimneys streamed woodsmoke and a large miner's oil lamp swung in the porch. A stringed instrument was being plucked from somewhere inside. Alfred glanced behind them and tried to catch his breath. 
 
    "Do you hear them?" 
 
    Phillip was bent over with his hands on his knees, his fat cheeks purple. Alfred was worried he was about to collapse. Phillip straightened up and looked down the alley. He shook his head. 
 
    "I won't ask how you learned that shortcut but I'm guessing it's not the first time you've had to flee down it. But it worked I think. Come, I hope our friends are waiting inside." 
 
    Alfred looked at the fat teacher beside him, and wondered if he ever knew him. 
 
    "Who are these people we are meeting, Master Phillip? You had this plan in place?" 
 
    Phillip caught his breath and gave a jowly nod.  
 
    "Aye lad. Since the moment you manifested that blessing I knew they would come for you. So I called in a few favors amongst those who share our beliefs. To get you out of the city as fast as possible. But that Witchfinder is a crafty predator, Alfred, and he almost caught us." 
 
    They hurried across the wide cobbled street, pausing once to let a cart laden with logs trundle past, and then they slipped into the inn.  
 
    It took a moment for Alfred's eyes to adjust to the glow from the hanging lamps. The shades were globes of perforated metal, casting a myriad of dappled points of amber light across the room. A fine sheen of smoke hung in the air and Alfred could smell warm cider and buttery thick-crust pastry over the sweat of the patrons. Phillip gestured with his chin and he and Alfred walked towards the alcove. A short woman with greying reddish curls tied up on her head with a clasp approached them with a smile. 
 
    "Father Phillip? You could smell my baking from the seminary? Would you like to sit by the window as usual?" 
 
    Phillip flustered for a moment and then offered the woman a hurried grin. 
 
    "No, thank you Sara, I am joining friends today. They may have arrived." 
 
    Sara glanced over at the corner alcove and nodded, her smile vanishing. 
 
    "The other priests? Hmm, perhaps you can convince them to order something, they've been nursing a single cup between them for an hour. Jittery bunch." 
 
    Phillip nodded and they made their way across, drawing the sheer gauze back that offered the booth some privacy. 
 
    Alfred followed his Master into the alcove and was greeted with several sets of nervous eyes. A group of men were huddled in the corner, dressed in dark robes. They could not hide their nerves when he approached.  
 
    One man, with thin blonde hair balding around the pate and a cleft chin, hissed. 
 
    "Phillip, we thought you were dead!" 
 
    Phillip glanced behind him as he heard the door open, but it was just an old man in a tattered hat. He breathed out and turned back to the men in the booth. 
 
    "Not dead, not quite yet. But hunted, brother. Time is against us." 
 
    The cleft-chinned priest shifted on the bench. 
 
    "We know. The city watch are crawling everywhere Brother Phillip, it's only a matter of time before they search in here." 
 
    Phillip nudged the three priests along the bench and sat down beside them, gesturing for Alfred to sit and keeping a wary eye on the door. There was a murmur of conversation in the establishment and the gentle song of the minstrel in the corner but Phillip kept his voice low all the same. 
 
    "Aye, we've seen them, and they us, but we lost them. But we must escape the city fast." 
 
    Another of the priests leaned in and sipped the froth from the jug of beer. He had thin dark hair and small beady eyes that darted in all directions. 
 
    "Are you sure you lost them?" 
 
    Phillip grabbed the jug from him in a meaty hand and took a swig.  
 
    "Nothing's sure Artio. We cannot dally. Are the horses fed and watered, bags packed?" 
 
    The third priest nodded with a reassuring smile. He had black curly hair that shot out in a messy explosion and fell around his ears. He had an easy casual way about him that Alfred soon warmed to. 
 
    "Yes everything is ready. I even packed a bag for your blessed acolyte here. We should be able to slip out the Woolgate undetected." 
 
    Phillip wiped froth from his chin. 
 
    "Thank you, Carleon, but they we also have another problem. There is a Witchfinder in the city. He stormed into the seminary and almost had us." 
 
    The balding priest, who Alfred came to know as Ruven, took a little puff from a pipe he held and blew out spicy smoke. His pale eyes fixed on Phillip. 
 
    "A Witchfinder? Angall save us, we're all for the noose, and that's if we're lucky." 
 
    Phillip chewed his lip and struggled to meet their imploring eyes. 
 
    "I'm sorry to say that it's one we've all seen before." 
 
    Ruven leaned his head back against the wall and blew smoke out with his eyes closed. 
 
    "Please, not Merrick Clay?" 
 
    Phillip nodded. 
 
    "In all his emaciated glory. He was on us at the seminary before we even knew what was happening. Master Astara, he covered for us as long as he could, but...." 
 
    Artio slapped the table. His forehead glistened with sweat. 
 
    "Angall take his soul. I would trade my arm to see that bastard Clay burn. It'll be all our bones to powder if he finds us." 
 
    There was long awkward silence. Then the friendly faced priest, Carleon, offered Alfred a grin and extended his open hand. 
 
    "Carleon Nuht, of Ribald. You must be Alfred." 
 
    Alfred shook his hand and found it warm and dry. He offered a weak smile in return. 
 
    "I'm not the Alfred I thought I'd be on waking this morning, but Alfred I still am, I think." 
 
    The blonde one, Ruven, leaned in close. 
 
    "Do you have any idea the trouble that blessing of yours will cause? You'll have every Witchfinder in the land after you. But Merrick Clay is the one you want least on your tail." 
 
    Alfred glanced over his shoulder and then whispered.  
 
    "Why? Why is it so important that they kill me? I don't know what sort of threat they consider me, but they are mistaken. How could I be?" 
 
    Ruven leaned in. He glanced over Alfred's shoulder into the recesses of the inn, searching for suspicious faces. Then he spoke low and close. His blue eyes peered deep into Alfred's soul.  
 
    "Because, the Sorrow is returning to the world. It creeps in our cities after dark. It crawls the corridors of power and it is always listening for our weaknesses. We will not be prepared when it decides to attack in open war. But the Sorrow fears that blessing you have, Alfred. It has remembered the sting of that cinder for a thousand years. Because that little cinder started a fire of resistance that burned it into the ground." 
 
    Carleon gave Alfred a reassuring smile and squeezed his shoulder.  
 
    "Not much can kill the Sorrow, Alfred. When its limbs are severed it grows them anew. But holy fire, the kind of light that comes straight from Angall and burns pure and bright. That fire hurts it. All Knights of the Blaze could channel holy light to a degree. But there were others, only a handful, who could command it like Angall himself. Like bright sunshine when the clouds part.  But the real power of that light is the power to inspire, to guide others to their purpose. To give hope. And they all had-" 
 
    Artio waved his hand dismissively to shush Carleon.  
 
    "Come on now Carleon, don't fill the boy's head with such things. He has a long journey ahead before any of that, and the odds of...well...even the blessed don't often make it." 
 
    Alfred raised his open hands and shook his head. He had been confused with some other Alfred. It had all got out of hand and now he had to put an end to it. He was laughing out of desperation.  
 
    "I don't know what old books you've all been reading, or what you think Angall's Riddles are telling you. But I read a few books myself and I know about the Knights of the Blaze. I know every man jack of them was murdered by the king as they slept. And me? I'm the furthest from a knight you could ever meet. And I intend to keep it that way." 
 
    Phillip cast him a beady eye.  
 
    "Your dreams say different, Alfred. And you won't be the only one having them. There will be others, just like you, somewhere in the world. Maybe scared like you are, maybe confused. But they will all feel the same inevitable pull towards the same place." 
 
    Alfred stared at his teacher for a moment. Then he spoke the name of their destination. A place that frightened him.  
 
    "Ironghast monastery." 
 
    Phillip just nodded.  
 
    "But why there? I've never even heard of the place. It sounds like somewhere no one would want to visit." 
 
    Phillip's expression was grave.  
 
    "Because close to there is where your blessing has its true purpose. And the angels that sleep beneath the earth are sending their dreams out to you in turn." 
 
    Alfred was still afraid and filled with questions. But a few faces in the inn were starting cast suspicious glances at them. They had lingered long enough and it was time to leave.  
 
    The five men gathered their robes and hurried out towards the back door of the Lamplighter. As the left, Alfred glanced behind.  
 
    The front door swung open and several tall armored men came in, wearing the white and red tabards of the Watch. They strode up to the bar and began to talk with the curly haired woman behind it. Alfred's heart started to thumped again, and Phillip ushered him out. 
 
    "Just keep walking Alfred, and don't look back." 
 
    Alfred inhaled the odour of the stables as they exited the back door. Ruven was untying the beasts and securing the straps on their luggage. Carleon was leaning in close to his chestnut mare and whispering a calming blessing.  
 
    Alfred was led to a grey horse with charcoal dappling down its chest. It gave a small whinny as he approached and snorted as it took in his scent. Alfred had always been good with horses and its glossy eyes calmed as he stroked the mane. He tried to suppress his fear as he approached the beast. The last thing he wanted to do was panic it.  
 
    "Hey lad, it looks like we're going to be going a long journey together, I know you're a pressed man as much as me, but I hope we get along well." 
 
    Phillip grunted across from tightening the straps on his own horse's saddle. 
 
    "That's Domino, he's got a bit of temper at times but he can go like the wind when he has to. Which he might need to soon enough. Mount up, we are headed for the Woolgate. " 
 
    Alfred stroked the horse's snout. It snorted out a cloud of steam and shook its head. 
 
    "Hey Domino. Tell you what, boy, I'll look after you if you'll look after me out there." 
 
    The pilgrims pulled up their hoods and mounted up. They cantered round the hay bales that formed a low wall and led a path out of the courtyard. 
 
    Every moment they expected to hear the shouts of pursuit and the rattle of armor. Their hearts beat heavy but they tried to maintain a demeanor of calm. Just a small group of priests off on a pilgrimage.  
 
    The gate at the back yard of the Lamplighter led out on a well-worn cobbled street between workshops and storehouses and only a couple of minutes canter from that was the Woolgate. It was one of the oldest and smallest gates in the city, and had been used by drovers bringing sheep in from the surrounding countryside to the slaughterhouses. It was a tight fit so that sheep would run through in single file and could be counted. 
 
    "Master Phillip, how are we to get out the Woolgate? It hasn't been used in years. I wouldn't be surprised if its rusted shut and all of us together couldn't crank it up." 
 
    Phillip climbed up on his own horse with a grunt of effort, and nodded to Carleon. 
 
    "Our brother over there has spent the morning greasing the iron with pig's fat. Him and Ruven managed to crank it about half way up before it got stuck, but if we dip our heads it's enough to get under on horseback." 
 
    Alfred gazed at his old teacher in wonder.  
 
    "You're not the man is thought you were, Master Phillip. You have had this all planned out. And you have saved my life." 
 
    Phillip gave a little chuckle as they rode out into the street towards the Woolgate.  
 
    "Oh, it's far from saved yet. And I fear I may have just saved you only to condemn you to a life of war." 
 
    Alfred swallowed hard and tried not to draw attention as he rode through the narrow streets.  
 
    "I don't ever want to see a war, master." 
 
    Phillip grunted and shrugged.  
 
    "You're in one, son." 
 
     Phillip looked ungainly and heavy in the saddle but held the reigns with a practiced confidence. He looked long sidelong at Alfred with a curious expression.  
 
    "You know, I was a soldier, before I entered the priesthood? Long ago, way before you were born. I was about your age."  
 
    Alfred gazed at the overweight and breathless old drunk riding beside him, trying to imagine him in iron helm and carrying the King's standard. It wasn't an easy thing to picture. 
 
    "You were in the royal army, master? But that would have been during the wars, during the Purges." 
 
    Phillip nodded and took his hipflask from his robes. He took a quick bitter swig and sucked through his teeth. 
 
    "It was. I saw the Old Races fall or get driven back into the deep forests and mountains, until people forgot they were anything other than myths. I helped eradicate some of them, killed babes in nests as their mothers tried to protect them. I was there at the end, during the Manticore Wars, when the Pridelord fell and the King's Peace came to dominate the land. I took up sword and found my courage, and over the last forty years I've watched the results of that turn this once beautiful land into a cold place of terror, silent fear and suffering. So since then, I pray, I drink, and look for a chance for redemption. And against all my predictions, lad, it looks like you may be it." 
 
    Alfred shook his head and steadied Domino. The musk of the animal and the feel of its coarse fur comforted him as it clopped along the cobbles. 
 
    "I know the world is a frightening place. But we cannot change it, master. Not the two of us. Not without an army we do not have." 
 
    Phillip furrowed his considerable brow. 
 
    "War is a filthy, ragged business, Alfred. It takes the very best qualities of men and drains them for the darkest purpose, then leaves husks in its wake. That's the war on the horizon, lad, and its back is to the sun. We are blind to it. We have been blind to it for almost a hundred years. Fools that we were. It was under our noses all this time. The Sorrow is among us." 
 
    Alfred failed to grasp how some mythical force of destruction from ancient times could wage war in the modern world. The old books said that the Sorrow could warp and corrupt anything it touched, it could bend the laws of reality itself. They corrupted the bloodlines of entire species, warping rats and serpents to their own ends. The experiments that The Sorrow conducted on life, the terrible abominations it created, were amongst the reasons given that man should have no dealings with sorcery. 
 
    Magic is the preserve of the gods alone. 
 
    They reined in their horses as they approached the Woolgate. A cart full of hay had been placed to hide the activity of the priests.  
 
    Artio called from the cart. 
 
    "The gate has slipped down! It is not safe to pass under. Ruven and I will crank it up and jam it, if you keep an eye out for danger." 
 
    Alfred looked at the unstable portcullis. It was a jagged lattice of sharp iron teeth that loomed over them like a maw. He imagined it crashing down on his skull as he went though. Phillip nodded and turned back to the street towards the Inn, his eyes scanning every bolt hole and doorway.  
 
    Alfred crouched beside him, dreading the sight of their pursuers. He asked a question he knew the answer to. 
 
    "Our king is not a good man, is he?" 
 
    Phillip smiled . 
 
    "No Alfred. And he fooled us all for so long. Good men fought and killed for him. Not realizing they were fighting for the enemy." 
 
    Phillip took a swig of spirit and then passed the flask to Alfred. Alfred clasped it in shaking hand and threw his head back. The clear liquid burned all the way down but it calmed his nerves. Phillip put the flask away and got to his feet with a grunt. He gestured for Alfred to stand and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    "Was he once a good man? I have no idea, and no man lives now who remembers. Perhaps he thinks he still is. All those campaigns to keep our borders and people safe, waging war against Old Races and hunting humans born with the Magus. In truth it was just the Sorrow working through him, weakening our allies, removing powerful creatures it considered a threat to itself. Then came the ban on magic and the formation of the Witchfinders, year by year eradicating the humans born with gifts, who could one day stand against them. All done under the guise of keeping us all safe from dangerous forces out with nature. It has done this with subtlety, step by step dismantling us from the inside, so when the time comes for military invasion and all-out war, we are defenseless. The Sorrow does not intend to make the same mistake twice." 
 
    Alfred mounted his dappled horse once more and sat there in the saddle, feeling the heat and stench of the animal's body rise up and warm his face. 
 
    A shout came from Alfred's left. Carleon was standing high in his saddle and pointing down the street back towards the Inn. 
 
    "City Watch!" 
 
    Alfred looked across and six or seven armed men on horseback exited the street past the stables of the Lamplighter Inn. They wore the white and red tabard of the Watch and their clubs were drawn. One of them shouted and pointed to the Woolgate. Behind them strode the tall bulky figures of the Royal Hatchetmen with their leather half masks and studded boots. Through them like a shark through waves rode the Royal Witchfinder Merrick Clay on a black stallion. His twig-thin figure stopped at the front of the group and pointed an accusing finger at Alfred. 
 
    Phillip appeared at Alfred's shoulder and took the reins of Alfred's horse. 
 
    "We have to move, we cannot fight them." 
 
    Another shout from the gate. Alfred spun in is saddle and Ruven was off his horse and struggling with the crank for the portcullis. His face was crimson and beaded with sweat. Through gritted teeth he grunted. 
 
    "It's slipping! The gate's going to close, we must go now!" 
 
    The black iron lattice groaned in its housing and then fell almost two feet towards the ground before stopping with a shudder. Panic rose in Alfred and he spurred his horse around. As he turned, the hulking hatchet men drew their axes and advanced. The city watch split up on either side of the street and moved in to flank them, their spiked clubs ready. Down the centre of the road rode Merrick Clay. He called out to them. His hands were up in a gesture of supplication and he offered a terrifying skeletal smile. His high dry voice was reasonable and calming, but the same mad zeal shone in his eyes. 
 
    "No, don't run, don't run, it's all going to be all right. We can make everything how it should be." 
 
    Phillip turned his horse in front of Alfred and shouted back. 
 
    "We know your idea of how things should look, Sorrow monger." 
 
    Merrick Clay shrugged and began to gesture with his gloved hands, painting pictures in the air. A horrendous pressure rose inside Alfred's forearm, as if it were caught in a vice. He doubled over in the saddle and cried out in pain. Phillip leaned in to support him. 
 
    "Close your mind to him lad, I'll lead you out the gate." 
 
    Carleon shouted from behind them. Alfred turned and Artio and Ruven were through and waiting, gesturing for them to hurry. Carleon was up on the stone ledge using all his strength to stabilize the crank. The heavy iron lattice shuddered down another few inches. It was their last chance. 
 
    Alfred turned to the advancing horsemen, and knew then that they would not make it. Their horses could not outrun the purebred beasts of their pursuers. The pain in his arm was increasing and it threatened to snap at any moment. 
 
    Sweat dripped form his face as he looked up at the approaching Witchfinder, his face a mask of glee at the pain his magic was causing. 
 
    Alfred opened his mouth to shout in pain and instead of a cry of anguish, a fiery mote drifted forth, blowing along the street and kindling the hay bales of their cart blockade. 
 
    The hay and dry wood went up with a whoosh and in moments the hot wind hit his face. 
 
    He had never seen a fire kindle so fast. The swift horses of the Hatchetmen bucked and whinnied, turning as the cinders singed their flanks. Two riders were thrown from their mounts and landed on the cobbles, while two others lost control of the horses, which turned tail and bolted. 
 
    Merrick Clay snarled as he tried to control his own beast. He was forced to grab the reins with both hands and his spell was broken. Alfred's pain faded in his arm but a purple bruise was forming. He looked at the scene of chaos before him in amazement. He had not meant to use his blessing, it had just happened. 
 
    He turned his horse and with Phillip's hand on the reins he was led out under the unstable trellis, which creaked and groaned as he passed beneath it. Alfred gritted his teeth and tensed as he passed under the rusty spikes. Once he was through he turned to see the chaotic scene of panicking horses and crackling flames. 
 
    Through the fire, Merrick Clay tried to regain control of his horse. The thin man never took his eyes from Alfred, the fire licking up between them. 
 
    The portcullis broke free and trundled down to the earth, cutting them off from their pursuers. 
 
    Alfred just kept staring through the grate at the vicious mage who was still fixed upon him.  
 
    Phillip's hand was on his shoulder and he turned his horse. 
 
    "We have to ride hard, Alfred, get out of the farmlands as fast as we can and into cover. The Blue Forest is north, we can make it by nightfall." 
 
    Alfred took off after the small group of rebel priests. He turned his back on the seminary and the city he had grown to call home, and set off into the wild, his arm and heart aching with each pounding hoof. 
 
    His blessing had protected him. But now the Witchfinder had seen it. He would never stop pursuing him.  
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    Deena stood outside the captain's quarters. Her shivering frame flanked by two big sailors. In front of her was the man called Webb. He had appeared at her cage that afternoon with a jug of water, which she had gulped down in one desperate draft. The coldness of it burned in her parched throat. Webb had an intimidating face. All creases and scars, but the eyes showed Deena something else. A concealed kindness. 
 
    She had begged him to allow her an audience with the captain. An hour later he had returned and shoved a plundered silken dress through the bars. Now vulnerable and exposed in the thin shimmer of silk, she longed for the armor of her rags. She had to make the foul captain think she was decent, until she could palm a knife and slip it between his huge ribs. Perhaps Angall had put her here for a reason. All abominations must die and here God had put her before the most savage monster she had ever seen. It could be her first real kill as a holy warrior. 
 
    Webb glared down at her and brushed her red hair from her eyes. 
 
    "Stand straight, be polite, and for Deep's sake don't antagonize him. You wouldn't be the first dinner guest he's killed before dessert comes out." 
 
    Deena cast her blue eyes at the door ahead. 
 
    "I will not fetch a good price in a slave market if I am dead." 
 
    Webb almost had a look of pity on his face when he looked down at her. 
 
    "See that's common sense talking. From someone who sees an element of predictability in the character of people. Captain Cyrus does not conform to such things. You think he does, for a while, and then you end up scuttling your own ship or volunteering yourself to man eating savages, and somehow, thinking it's a good idea because he talked you into it. He has a way of convincing people. In your case, just try not to be yourself." 
 
    Deena looked up at him bewildered and Webb turned and knocked on the door. A cultured rumble reverberated through the oak. 
 
    "Enter." 
 
    Web opened the door and Deena was dragged inside. The cabin was lush with booty and lit with copper lanterns. Velvet curtains draped the windows and leather-bound tomes stacked high in every corner. It smelled of varnish, dust and roast meats, but beneath that was the musky odour of wild beast. 
 
    In front of her was an oak dining table. Laid with a myriad of fruits, nuts and steaming hot dishes, many of which she did not recognize. Deena had been raised on a simple diet of barley and oats. Fish sometimes and roast chicken, which she loved and had always sucked the bones clean of marrow. 
 
    At the end of the table sat the hulking figure of Captain Cyrus. 
 
    Except now he was different. No longer caked in blood and gore, his mane was slicked back with oil. His longhorns polished and wrapped with bands of gold. Various silver talismans were wound around the fore antlers. He wore a drakeskin waistcoat over white shirt that fastened tight over his massive chest. He was pouring a cup of wine and many rings gleamed on his fingers. He had even smeared a few streaks of white paint across the skin of his face. 
 
    Webb stood to attention. 
 
    "Captain, as permitted, the child is here to see you." 
 
    Captain Cyrus leaned back in his chair like a lazy tiger. 
 
    "Bring her forward." 
 
    Webb shoved Deena towards the table. She stumbled a little and then regained her composure and stood defiant. Cyrus took a long draft of wine, his rough tongue licking the dregs from his beard. He nodded as he surveyed her appearance. 
 
    "Ah, they've spruced you up for show, at my request. Please come in. At least you look like the right gender now. More or less. You'll fetch a better price onshore, as long as you don't open your mouth." 
 
    The protest rose hot in Deena's chest, and she was about to launch a trade of abuse at the monstrous being sat before her. Then she took a deep breath and in her most polite voice she spoke. 
 
    "Thank you for agreeing to see me. May I sit?" 
 
    One eyebrow arched and the purple eye beneath glared at her. Webb shuffled by the door. Cyrus put down his glass. 
 
    "You're precocious for what seems to have been a temple slave, aren't you? I've known Fletcher Sandman here for eight years, and he still wouldn't sit at my table until I asked him." 
 
    Deena straightened her dress and jutted her chin a little. Her red fringe fell down over one eye. 
 
    "Is that a yes?" 
 
    Cyrus stared at her for a tense moment, the unblinking purple eyes inscrutable. 
 
    Then he opened his mouth and laughed, a rumble that came up Deena's legs through the floorboards. She shivered as the yellow fangs clamp in a wolfish grin. 
 
    "Yes, yes by all means take a seat so that we may talk as civilized equals. I shall ignore the fact that I am eighty four years old and have seen every corner of the world, and that you, Little Scorchling, are...?" 
 
    "I am sixteen. And have seen little of the world. But if you represent the wisdom of travel and age, I will stick to my life of shelter and ignorance." 
 
    Cyrus slapped the table with his hand and the claws scraped the wood. Then he gestured to his own face. 
 
    "Brilliantly put, I wouldn't use me as a role model for anything. Except style perhaps. And as an example of a free life." 
 
    Deena knew she should seal her lips but her pride was dented now and she no longer knew what was good for her. 
 
    "Free to murder and rob merchants and coastal towns. To terrorize civilized places." 
 
    The smile fell from Cyrus's mouth, but the lips remained drawn back in a ferocious parody of that smile. He cocked his head to one side and his antler talismans jingled. The first word was hissed through fangs. 
 
    "Civilized ? Like the civilization of King Oligan? Like the king's peace ? Those same civilized men that had you in a cage taking you to their Master? And killed your family in the process no doubt?" 
 
    Deena's heart was fluttering with fear. But she was not about to be lectured on civility by a captor who intended to sell her at the first port of call. 
 
    "Until an hour ago, you had me in a cage." 
 
    Cyrus raised his jaw to retort, froze for a moment, and then shrugged and offered her the same ferocious grin. 
 
    "I never said I was civilized." 
 
    He refilled his cup from the wine flagon and took a slow gulp. He brushed the back of his hand across his beard. 
 
    "Besides, humans need a little fear in their lives. It keeps their conquering instincts in check. And I've yet to meet one that shows any signs of civility. Not to my pretty face. Wine?" 
 
    Deena was mad with thirst and was afraid if she took a cup of wine she would drink it in one. She needed her wits about her to deal with this beast. A jug of water stood on the table and she reached over to help herself. The captain watched her in amusement all the way. Webb took a step forward to stop her. But Cyrus waved a hand and dismissed him. Mouthing some placating words, Webb backed out of the room with an awkward bow. Deena first took a genteel sip, and then slurped down the full cup, water spilling over her chin to soak the dress. After her first cup she had a small coughing fit, and then poured herself another. 
 
    "I do not imbibe. The temple did not permit it." 
 
    Cyrus shrugged and poured himself another cup of wine. He picked up a duck breast and bit it in half. As he spoke, he spat gravy and flecks of duck. 
 
    "With a personality like yours, you should imbibe, as early as possible. If this is you now, child, I wonder how the crone will behave in years to come. Even if you don't drink, everyone around you will have to." 
 
    Deena gave a mini bow of her head. 
 
    "You are as charming as you are beautiful to look upon, Captain." 
 
    The big shoulders heaved up and down in a silent chuckle. 
 
    "There you go, table manners." 
 
    He chewed the poultry, his yellowing fangs working like a mechanical shredder. Grease layered his lips and moustache, glistening in the lamplight. The red tongue slid out again to clean them. She was disgusted by him and his attempts at human etiquette. Somehow the wrapping of him in gold and jewels made him seem even more savage. She had seen those teeth tear a man's throat out, and here he was with silver plates and delicate cutlery. He was fooling no one with his pretense of civility. A monster was a monster. Her hand slid towards the silver cheese knife that lay close to her on a plate. 
 
    Cyrus washed down his duck breast and picked up a peeled boiled egg. He held it up between two claws. 
 
    "It won't go through the skin." 
 
    Deena froze and then shook her head. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    She thought her voice sounded small in the creaking cabin. Shadows from the lamplight danced across the walls. In the moment of silence that followed, she became aware of the rumbling sea outside and the gentle rocking of the ship. 
 
    Cyrus looked at her over the boiled egg. 
 
    "A little knife like that, it's not enough to pierce my hide. You'll have to aim for the eye, perhaps the nose, if you want to do any kind of damage. But then that would mean getting close to both teeth and horns, the natural weapons designed to stop you. You'll need to go for something like the curved sword hanging on the wall over there. I sharpened it this morning, you could shave with it, but you'll need to get some heft behind it. I'm not sure you have the weight yet in your bones. You can try, but it may be like trying to butcher a bull with a butter knife. I'm curious to see what would happen." 
 
    Deena did not turn her head; she just glanced over at the sheathed blade hanging under the windowsill. It was about six foot away and it did look heavy. She tried to imagine herself making a grab for it and running at the captain. Even in her imagination it didn't end well. What frightened her even more though, was that she didn't think he was bluffing. He seemed willing to allow her to try to kill him, just to see what would happen. 
 
    "She replaced the knife on the plate, next to half a reeking blue cheese. She gulped and then offered Cyrus a tight lipped smile. 
 
    He just sat there, sipping his wine and grinning at her. He gestured to the steaming plates on the table with his clawed hand. 
 
    "Well, I'm not going to fetch a good price for you looking like the scrawny waif that you are. So, will you have me dine alone?" 
 
    It had taken all of Deena's willpower not to grab some bread from the table the second she had been shoved into the room. The rich smell of the warm dough was overwhelming. There were white floury baps, a heavy dark rye bread, and yellow fluffy cornloaf on the table. Each one smelling more delicious than the next. There was a bowl of butter too, yellow and slick and she imagined scraping thick slabs of it on a wedge. She was lightheaded and her stomach groaned. At first she had thought it some small act of rebellion to refuse the pirate's banquet. But now she knew that if she didn't keep her strength up she would be too weak to even think of a plan. So she leaned forward, picked up a serving spoon and began to ladle whatever was close to hand on her plate. She tried to do this with as much gentility as she could but her desperation shone through. Cyrus just watched her from the other end of the table. Deena took up her fork and dug it into the heaped plate. Then she hesitated, unsure of what she was about to put in her mouth. 
 
    "I do not recognize most of this. Is there oatmeal?" 
 
    Cyrus picked up a chicken leg and tore of a strip. He licked the gravy from his moustache. 
 
    "Yes, there is, we keep it for when we are transporting horses. In the meantime, these are grapes, that is baked crab in garlic butter, this is salted pork, pickled eggs, duck in plum sauce, lamb cutlets in rosemary, and this, the centerpiece of tonight's table, is the captain of the Bluecoats that was keeping you prisoner." 
 
    Cyrus reached over and swept cheesecloth away from the table's centerpiece. Deena's eyes took a moment to adjust to the sight in front of her, yet her brain did not want to acknowledge it. 
 
    There on a silver platter was a naked human torso. The last time she had seen it, Cyrus had torn it on two. Now the legs had been bound up tight to the chest and the arms broken and bent up like large chicken wings. The skin had been plucked clean and cooked golden. A thick oily basting trickled down the sides and it was sprinkled with herbs. One side of it had been carved and the meaty ribs were exposed. It steamed and the aroma was close to roast pork but with an unpleasant earthy quality beneath. The smell still had the fog of humanity to it, and the bile rose in her throat. The head had been removed and sat next to the trussed roast on the platter. The features were slack and the eyes milky. But on its top lip was a preserved iron grey moustache, waxed and curled at the edges. 
 
    "You recognize him don't you, the fellow with the absurd moustache who was about to slit you open?" 
 
    Deena could not answer. She just sat staring into the lifeless eyes of the man she had stabbed that morning. The knife had slid between his ribs with a soft sound. She remembered the look of shock on his face as he looked down at the slit across his stomach. He had been meaning to rape her, to kill her. He was just another brutal male animal bringing suffering and tyranny to the world. She had wanted him dead as his sweaty torso bore down upon her, gin-stinking breath washing over her face. Yet she now stared at the poor undignified remains, so distorted and warped. So far from any kind of burial, a wave of pity rose beneath the revulsion. She thought of an endless chain of smaller fish eaten by bigger fish. This bluecoat had beaten her and whipped her, starved her and taunted her. She had thought him a monster and dreamed of his demise. Now, in the presence of a true monster, the naval officer's petty abuses seemed almost playful by comparison. In her peripheral vision the hulking demon sat at the far end of the table, watching her. She could see the gleam of his fangs as he grinned. 
 
    Part of her mind disconnected from the horror in front of her. A strange sculpture devoid of context or substance. Her stomach being empty was the only thing stopping the sickness from rising. She tried not to look, but the dead milky eyes peered at her from the underworld. She somehow managed to tear her eyes away and fixed her gaze on the captain. 
 
    "Is that how you see people? As a meal? And I, just a commodity, flesh to barter like some kind of cured ham in your ship's larder." 
 
    Cyrus chewed his bottom lip with a canine while he considered. Then he raised his wine cup to her. 
 
    "Perhaps I do. Why should I see a human being as anything else? I've seen how your kind treats the Old Races. I think you are rather like ham, in consistency, taste, and in that pink hairless way you are." 
 
    Deena's eyes were drawn to the boiled severed head that sat in the middle of the table. The moustache was still styled and for some reason that disturbed her the most. She was determined not to let this beast break her. 
 
    "You dine on human flesh? The tales of you as a savage cannibal, I see they were right." 
 
    Cyrus raised a taloned finger. 
 
    "I'd only be a cannibal if I was one of you, which, I am not." 
 
    Deena tried to relax her throat to avoid the retching. She regulated her breathing and made herself sit straight in the chair. She fought back tears as she stared Cyrus straight in his wicked violet eyes. 
 
    "It is foul, it is unclean and base to eat a man. I hope you choke on it." 
 
    Cyrus reached out and grabbed a handful of hair in his massive hand. He picked the head up from the plate and turned it towards him, peering into the dead eyes. Golden juice dripped from the ragged neck on the table. Deena began to retch again and her eyes watered. Cyrus spoke to the severed head. 
 
    "Well I might if I chew on that moustache of his. Can you not see this for what it is child, a gift? I had him prepared for you. Since he was about to murder you, I thought you might enjoy the experience of taking a knife to him, and a fork. Oh I forget, you have taken a knife to him. I bet that felt good. I bet that was a sharp little moment of revenge for him sticking you in a cell and beating you? You don't seem to enjoy being in a cage. So you stuck him in his...cage." 
 
    A hand reached out and ran a claw across the exposed ribs. 
 
    Deena grabbed her water cup and gulped down a few mouthfuls. Her stomach settled and she looked sidelong at the captain. 
 
    "So you believe revenge to be a worthy pursuit?" 
 
    Cyrus dumped the head back on the plate and leaned across the table towards Deena. He spoke with an intense growl of conviction. 
 
    "The most worthy. It always tastes delicious and I don't care how it's served. Wouldn't you like to take revenge on all the King's men who kidnapped you, brutalized and killed your people, burned your temple? Wouldn't you like to take back that power?" 
 
    Deena thought of all that had happened to her since leaving the safety of the temple. The brutality, murder and cruelty. She had seen the strong abusing the weak, carnivores taking down stragglers and the young. There were so many foul devils in the world, and Angall had tasked her to scorch the world clean of them. A chill crystallized in her heart, a cold light. She met the captain's eyes and in a level voice she spoke. 
 
    "I'd like to kill every one of them. I'd like to kill every monster in the world. Starting with you." 
 
    Cyrus leaned back with a hearty chuckle and slapped the table. The head at the centre of it wobbled a little and flopped over to one side. Cyrus pointed at Deena and grinned. 
 
    "See, there we are, little monster killer! Now you're starting to sound like a real human. A true human child acting according to its nature. Kill everything different and you're sure to get the real monsters too, no? And then you can just get back to fighting over each other's differences. Start with killing all the ginger ones, perhaps." 
 
    To her surprise, Deena a twinged with offence at this.  
 
    "My hair colour is sacred to god. It represents flame. The fire that lights the world." 
 
    Cyrus snorted and filled his cup with ruby wine. It splashed over the edges and soaked the table. He took a long draft and snorted dismissively. 
 
    "Or burns it to the ground. Depends on where you're standing. Did your parents tell you that when the other children pulled on your flaming locks? That God favored you?" 
 
    Deena's old petulance rose again.  
 
    "He has not favored me. I am a servant not anything special. He has given me a duty." 
 
    The fangs creased in a smile. 
 
    "To slaughter in his name." 
 
    Deena could not disguise the look of venom she offered him then. Her shoulders squared and she sat tall, glaring at him. A pale fire burned in her blue eyes. Cyrus recognized this and it pleased him, as if it affirmed what he knew. 
 
    "And I bet you'd still like to kill with that little cheese knife, wouldn't you child?" 
 
    Deena's fear subsided a little. There was a heat inside her chest like her blessing starting to kindle. For a pleasant moment she imagined setting fire to the tablecloth, the books stacked high in the corner, the velvet curtains. She would have loved to watch the beastman's smug expression fall. Instead she breathed deep and controlled her faith. There would be time soon enough to wreak havoc if her plan of diplomacy failed. Still, she could not sit there and abide the monster's gleeful smugness. 
 
    "I would butcher you where you stood. So no child ever had to go to sleep afraid of stories of you. Or any monsters like you." 
 
    Cyrus shrugged and sat back, stifling a yawn. 
 
    Deena looked at the moist blue cheese and the roundel of bright yellow that sat on a wooden plate to her side. She was craving the fat to replenish her malnourished body. After a moment's hesitation she tore off a piece of bread and started to cut the cheese into thick wedges. For the next few minutes, she ate, trying to filter out the human torso ahead of her. She needed strength even if she wanted to be sick. The captain sat, filling a small crystal glass with port. He watched her eat, as one might watch the habits of a rare bird. His chest rose and fell like the tide. 
 
    Deena also found herself stealing quick glances at him. She had lived a sheltered life. She had never seen anything like Captain Cyrus Blackweather outside an illustrated book in the temple library. It was the details that fascinated her. 
 
    She noticed the lifetime of ingrained dirt in the pitted surface of his claws. One of his lower left teeth was broken and jagged. And that some of the ivory fangs were discolored a stained yellow. With his thick hair scraped tight back from his face. She thought there was something regal to his bone structure. He bore high prominent cheekbones and a proud overdeveloped jaw. The coarse hair that framed his face was brown and blonde. But a few streaks of iron grey appeared around the temples. They glittered in the lamplight. The eyes were not only violet, but tinged with tiny lines of gold and flecks of sea green. Those eyes were subterranean lakes filled with algae and predators, ancient and terrifying. Deena had never seen anything like him, yet she knew he was not a unique entity, created by the Gods from mud. He was one of a rare Old Race, one seldom seen in the waking world. After some time allowing her shrunken stomach to digest her meal, Deena plucked up the courage to speak. She put on her politest, least petulant voice. 
 
    "You are Karkaren, Captain, are you not?" 
 
    The captain looked taken aback by this. He gave her a curious smile and his eyes misted. 
 
    "You thought we were myths?" 
 
    Deena shook her head. 
 
    "I have read of them, in histories and bestiaries in the temple library. I have never seen one, until today. I thought they were a thing of the past." 
 
    Cyrus regarded her as the waves lapped the ship and the timbers creaked. He pondered on something. Then he grunted and spoke. 
 
    "There aren't many of us. I haven't met another one in years. Your good King Oligan saw to that. One of his many crusades to purge the Old Races from his lands. Any species with the Magus Heart was fair game. I hear there are a few of us scattered in the south and east, but none as far as I know north of Old Vassonia." 
 
    It was Deena's turn to be surprised.  
 
    "You have the Magus Heart?" 
 
    Cyrus shrugged. 
 
    "Of course, all Karkaren do. You think it's only gods that gives out favors? To humans maybe. Other races are all born with it." 
 
    Deena was careful how to [phrase her next question. 
 
    "And how does it...manifest...in Karkaren? What does your race do?" 
 
    The Karkaren grunted as if she had broken etiquette.  
 
    "Nothing I care to share. Anyway, you first. Show us what your crusader god blessed you with. Though I have my suspicions. Little Scorchling." 
 
    Deena had a moment where she was tempted to let the warm light build behind her breastbone and show this pirate the gift of Angall. She could set the ship alight and see if the monster's expression changed. He seemed to welcome the prospect of death.  
 
    Instead she took a chance.  
 
    "Captain. We are both warped by the Magus inside us. We are both hunted by the King for what he sees as our affliction. And when the real threat comes, we may be all that can stand against it." 
 
    Cyrus raised a brow and his fierce gaze pierced her.  
 
    "Why would I take a stand in the wars of men, to save a single one of you pink little things?  
 
    Deena met his gaze.  
 
     "Because there is a threat coming to the world. The Sorrow is returning to finish the war it started a thousand years ago. The oracle at my temple has seen it in his dreams. I am plagued with dreams myself. There is a war coming, and it will not care if you choose not to fight it. As one who trades in magic, you must know your subject. You know what the Sorrow is?" 
 
    Cyrus shrugged with disdain.  
 
    "Yes, Scorchling I know what the damned Sorrow was. It scarred half the world. But it's been gone for a thousand years. And despite rumors, it's not coming back. If it ever did, there is no army left in the world that could stop it. So it's not worth worrying about." 
 
    A memory flashed in Deena of the trail of blood leading from her little brother's bed to the window of her home. She shoved it back into the dark recess of her mind.  
 
    "That relic that was in the hold of the king's ship. The cracked stone egg. Somehow the Sorrow stayed alive inside it for all that time. Buried under the ground. The evil that came from it killed everyone I knew. Including my little brother. I've seen it with my own eyes, and I promise you it is coming back. It is here and we are all in danger." 
 
    "I told you, I've heard rumors up and down the coast for months. It's balls." 
 
    Deena stood from her chair and leaned across the table.  
 
    "Captain, there may not be an army yet that can defeat it, but one is building. I think I am supposed to be part of that army. I have seen it in my dreams. The oracle at my temple believed it." 
 
    Cyrus looked at her very somber for a moment and then burst into laughter. He slapped the table with his huge hand. 
 
    "You've stuck one fat man with a dagger and now you're a general." 
 
    Deena sat up straight in her chair, her hackles rising. She took a deep breath and spoke like a teacher explaining something to an unruly pupil. She hated this vast lump of fur and claws, with the impudence to dress itself like a man. It was another predatory monster, perhaps the worst one of all, and it offended her that the Magus glowed inside him.  
 
    "I have been given a blessing from my God. The priests and Oracle said it was rare, but that it meant I would stand against the Sorrow when it came. That's why I requested an audience with you. I am on a mission from Angall, a scared pilgrimage. It is my destiny to fight against The Sorrow." 
 
    Cyrus nodded and circled a claw on the table with a dull scrape. 
 
    "And what do you want from me, Little Scorchling?" 
 
    Deena tried her best to channel the calm and compassionate nature of Angall. 
 
    "I want you to help me. I don't want to be eaten, or thrown back in a cage, or sold into slavery on the southern coast. I want you to prove to me that you're not the monster from my nightmares." 
 
    Cyrus raised one eyebrow, fixing her with his most wicked gaze. 
 
    "But child, I am a monster." 
 
    Deena held his gaze in return, her pale blue eyes the hard coolness of marble. 
 
    "Then be God's monster, Captain Blackweather." 
 
    Cyrus assessed her as the table candles flickered low. He sat breathing for a long moment, before speaking. 
 
    "I think it was no accident that your ship was set aflame. I think that whatever your little blessing is from your god of blazing and scorching, you just couldn't keep it inside. I think your urge for revenge and atonement for your loss overwhelmed any sense of piety and meekness. The perfect little follower of Angall, a true crusader. You're the sort of king's zealot that burned down our forests and killed my kind." 
 
    Deena took a deep breath.  
 
    "Perhaps we are born to hate each other. Perhaps in another life we would be killing each other. But perhaps it was a fortuitous moment where the right person at the right time showed up to rescue me. Perhaps you are not my captor but my savior. You are a worshipper of Livretti, aren't you?" 
 
    Cyrus gave the smallest of nods. 
 
    "I am." 
 
    Deena strained to offer him her politest smile. 
 
    "How unlikely it was that you were in that patch of ocean at that exact time. How unlikely that my ship did not burn into the sea before you arrived. And on that ship, you should have died, and me too, but we did not." 
 
    Slow thoughtful chewing as he listened. 
 
    "Mmhm. Go on." 
 
    "Could it be that your god of chance and dice put you in the right place at the right time, because it is your own doom to help me in my quest and in doing so stand against The Sorrow that is coming? I want you to protect me, give me safe passage far to the north. I must be taken to a remote abbey in the Bleaks." 
 
    Cyrus picked up his port glass and swirled the contents. He took a long sniff of it and then downed it I one. 
 
    "The Bleaks? Well they're aptly named. Not my sort of place. Just a scarred wasteland. I prefer somewhere with music and dance, good wine and roast lamb, scantily clad males and females." 
 
    Deena leaned forward in her chair. 
 
    "Will you release me, and be my guide? I have seen you fight, few men could stand against you. In return, I have heard that this abbey is a secret repository of sorts." 
 
    One heavy brow raised in an arc. She had roused the Captain's lust for booty. 
 
    "Repository for what?" 
 
    Deena spread her hands as if displaying the mother of all treasure hordes. 
 
    "For all things forbidden and lost, I have heard rumor. Magical artefacts, grimoires, ingredients and creatures, long since outlawed or forgotten. Things that in your line of work, as a trader in such things, would be invaluable. I am sure they would pay you for delivering me there." 
 
    Cyrus leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table with a thud. He raised one clawed finger. He poured himself another port.  
 
    "You're a feisty little scorchling. You've played on my natural avarice and amorality, you've observed I am a devout of Livretti and appealed to my faith, you have even appealed to my vanity by complimenting me on my martial prowess. All well observed and justified." 
 
    Deena had amazed herself. She had reigned in her natural temper, had remained diplomatic and reasonable. She had beguiled this monster from her captor to her servant over the course of a meal.  
 
    "I sense that there is something else within you, some shred of honor beyond what I have seen. You will help me?" 
 
    Cyrus gave her his kindliest grin. It made him look like an attacking shark. 
 
    "You put on your best dress, you sold your most convincing story, and you even tried to turn on the charm as best you could, given your foul personality. What you need to realize is that you were right to trust your first instinct. I am a killer, robber, plunderer, slaver, liar, and cheat. I would do nothing to help your crusader god and his scorchlings. Do you know what his Knights of the Blaze used to do in the name of purity and justice? No little one, grab a few grapes if you must, but it's back to the cage for you." 
 
    Deena just stared at him for a moment, disbelieving. She had failed. She had misjudged this creature's gullibility and intellect. And now realized that she was the one who had been fooled. The fury rose in her, the deep fire of Angall that was her blessing and her curse. 
 
    The cabin door opened and Sandman and a few more sailors loomed in her peripheral vision. In a fit of rage she leapt up and grabbed the cheese knife from the table. She lunged across at the captain, trying to crawl over the plates of half-eaten food. Strong arms gripped her from behind and dragged her back. 
 
    "You monster! Bastard Monster!" 
 
    Cyrus Blackweather flicked his violet eyes to his crewmen and waved a taloned hand. 
 
    "Mr. Sandman, give our esteemed servant of Angall her travelling clothes back and ensure she gets bedded down in her cage. And keep her away from anything too flammable." 
 
    Deena was dragged towards the door, kicking all the way. The Captain raised a clawed hand and his crewmen stopped and held her tight.  
 
    "Oh and Scorchling. I lied." 
 
    Deena screwed up her face, breathing hard.  
 
    "What about?" 
 
    "That relic in the hold. I did rescue it. It has powerful magic in it and could mean a fortune for us." 
 
    Her expression changed from angry to scared. She shook her head and struggled against the men holding her.  
 
    "No. It's too dangerous, you don't understand! It has to go to the bottom of the sea, it cannot be controlled." 
 
    Cyrus shrugged and popped a grape in his mouth.  
 
    "Well it's in our hold now. And that's where it stays until we get to shore and it's sold, along with you, at the Midnight Fair." 
 
    Deena screamed obscenities at him all the way out the door, her heels dragging across the floor and hate in her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12 
 
      
 
    The town of Durn seemed deserted as Alfred and the pilgrims rode into the main gates. His hood was up and his head bowed in Domino's saddle, trying to seem as inconspicuous as he could. Beside him, Master Phillip spoke from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    "Keep your hood up and your mouth shut. The king has spies everywhere." 
 
    Alfred cast a sidelong glance at Phillip. 
 
    "But Master I grew up here. It's a town of good people." 
 
    Phillip grunted and caught the eyes of a gaggle of townsfolk by the roadside mending a cart. The looks were far from welcoming. 
 
    "Never underestimate what even good people will resort to when they are scared, lad. And these people looked terrified." 
 
    Phillip glanced at the houses and shop fronts as they rode passed. And the few people who were out in the streets seemed pensive. They were anxious about something and a few cast them dark looks. A handful of crows perched on a wheelwright's workshop cawed at them as they passed. 
 
    Alfred pulled his hood up tighter and kept his face down. Phillip shook his head as they rode into the town square. 
 
    "These are people not keen on strangers these days. I'm guessing they've had their share of them." 
 
    Beside Alfred, Ruven rode his horse. He sat high and proud in the saddle, almost defiant. His blond hair spilled out the sides of his hood. 
 
    "But we're in priestly robes, of Angall no less. Lord of justice and illumination! Where in the world do we go where our like is not welcome?" 
 
    Phillip turned to Ruven with knitted brow. 
 
    "Perhaps we are not the first men in official garb to visit this town these past days. Perhaps their faith in the system is jaded." 
 
    Alfred looked up and the street turned off towards where his father's house. 
 
    "And if we are stopped and questioned, Master?" 
 
    Phillip grunted. 
 
    "Anyone asks we just tell them the truth. We're holy men of Angall from Old Vassonia come to deliver some scriptures and reliquaries to the temple here." 
 
    The five holy men rode on through the town, turning left into Clockmaker Close. The familiar cobbles beneath Alfred's horse. The bakery on the corner. The cordwainer who fashioned his whole family's sturdy leather shoes. All stalwarts of his childhood that should have given Alfred comfort. But there was a fear in his belly and an itching in his skin. 
 
    He knew something was wrong in Durn and he knew that the Royal Witchfinder Merrick Clay had been here. He had seen what the man could do, if he even was a man. 
 
    Carleon was chewing his full lips next to Phillip, his horse cantering. 
 
    "I think this was a mistake, Phillip. We were going this direction but we should have rode right past. What good can this do, other than to tell Oligan's lackeys where to find us?" 
 
    Phillip had a face like a thundercloud beneath his hood, dark and pensive.  
 
    "Because he has to know the kind of people he is dealing with, and that there is no going back from here, only onward out into the wild. He deserves to know the truth, doesn't he? And he deserves a moment to pay his respects." 
 
    They rode out into the small square where Alfred's family home was. 
 
    Where it once had been. 
 
    Instead there now was a burnt out shell of a stone cottage. The windows were smashed, the door shattered and hanging from its hinges. Inside the entrance Alfred could see that the furniture was charred. The pottery broken on the floor. 
 
    He stopped his horse and stared, not knowing what to feel or think. Phillip put a heavy hand on his shoulder. 
 
    "This is how they hunt lad, how men like Merrick Clay always have. Once they find a trace of magic in a family, they cannot risk it being passed on to other members. They have done this to so many families, and no one is ever left to tell the tale. I am sorry, lad." 
 
    Alfred stared at the shell of his childhood. Fear and sickness churned in his belly, yet he did not dare to dismount and walk forward to see what lay within. He did not dare. 
 
    He stared at the cracked shell of the home that had sheltered and nourished him during his upbringing. Alfred had always been the black sheep of the family. Always the outsider and a disappointment. His brothers Connor and Rab were steadfast and straightforward. Everything about their open faces said truth and dependability. His other brother Atticus was bright and friendly, everyone in town had loved him. Atticus was always the one helping their father with supplies and sales. Learning his intricate trade with good hearted patience and maturity. 
 
    Alfred had always avoided hard work, and anything he found mundane or dutiful. He was interested in books, tales of glamourous lives in faraway places. He knew nothing of duty, discipline or commitment. 
 
    When his father had decided to send him off to seminary school, Alfred had been horrified! The austere selfless life of a holy man was so far from his aspirations. The only saving grace was that he would have access to some of the world's most well stocked libraries. And would be forever exempt from military service. Those two aspects were the final selling point, not that his father had given him much of a choice. 
 
    He stared at the burnt husk of his family home and was surprised that the tears did not come. There was numbness and a cold rage in its place. 
 
    "To think I believed that I could run away from the horror of this world. Hide away in a temple and read books. I wanted nothing of the troubles and even less of magic. Yet here I am. I brought this on them all." 
 
    Phillip drew his horse close to Alfred's. There were still wisps of smoke drifting from the rubble, as deep fires still burned. An unpleasant smell of roasted meat lingered in the air that Alfred tried to ignore. Phillip squeezed his shoulder.  
 
    "No Alfred. The Sorrow brought this on everyone. It corrupted a weak king and now he is their puppet. But the man who lit the flame in these bricks was Merrick Clay. The same man who hunts you now." 
 
    Alfred turned to Phillip and his eyes burned with repressed rage.  
 
    "I have never wanted to kill anyone, Master Phillip. I don't think I've ever had a fight in my life. But I want to end this man for what he has done. To snuff out the light in his eyes. Does that make me a poor priest of Angall?" 
 
    Phillip gave a sad little laugh.  
 
    "No. Properly directed it makes you a crusader of the light. You can spot the Sorrow and its foul disciples and you see them for the threat they are. Angall's fire will burn them." 
 
    Alfred looked back to the smoking ruin. He wished that he knew how to fight. But he did not.  
 
    "But I am no Knight of the Blaze. Whatever Ruven said back in the city, he's mistaken. All this death and violence, and I think everyone has it wrong about me." 
 
    Carleon ran a hand through his curly black hair and turned in his saddle with a sympathetic smile. 
 
    "Did your family know that you were different, Alfred?" 
 
    Alfred sighed as he looked at the ruin of his home. Many of his childhood memories made a lot more sense. He spoke in a small voice. 
 
    "Perhaps. I just thought they didn't know what to do with me. But I think, looking back, my father knew about the Magus before I did. I always thought he sent me away out of shame and disappointment. But now, I think he sent me away to protect me. In the hope that within the temple of Angall my blessing would be kept secret and put to good use in the service of god." 
 
    Phillip set his jaw and looked upon the ruined homestead.  
 
    "And it will, Alfred. In ways you can't yet understand." 
 
    Alfred looked at the ruin, still too afraid to dismount and go inside. He shook his head at the brutality of it. 
 
    "The whole town is alive to see what they did, Master. A town my mother and father served for decades, good upstanding people. Where were they when this atrocity was being enacted? Where were all the good people then?" 
 
    A voice called behind him. 
 
    "We never thought you'd have the nerve to come back here, Alfred." 
 
    He turned to see the local baker, Roland, with a handful of assorted townsfolk gathered behind him. Roland was fat, with grey side-whiskers and a harsh twist to his mouth. His apron was dusted with flour. 
 
    Alfred's horse backed off a little and he spurred it still. The baker's words speared into him, but he fought to conceal the hurt. 
 
    "This is my home. You've known me all my life, Roland." 
 
    The baker clapped flour from his hands and shrugged. He looked past Alfred to the burnt out cottage. 
 
    "Aye, and always we've known there was something off about you, boy. And look what it led to. Ruin and fire." 
 
    Alfred's voice broke a little. He was trying to be the returning holy man, wiser for his years away. But under the glare of the townsfolk did they still see him as a feckless wastrel? His priestly companions sat quiet and respectful on their horses behind him. 
 
    "The Witchfinders did this? You saw it?" 
 
    Roland the baker nodded and his brow furrowed over blue eyes. 
 
    "Aye, some of us saw them from our windows. An evil starved looking fellow. Scariest man I ever laid eyes on. And a party of the biggest men I ever saw with him, with wicked axes and leather masks. They were looking for you. But your father had the sense to send you away." 
 
    Alfred spread his hands and his voice broke in exasperation. 
 
    "Did no one try to help them?" 
 
    Roland squared his shoulders and the townsfolk behind him murmured their discontent. 
 
    "With what? Was I to throw loaves at his henchmen? Bake them in my oven?" 
 
    Behind Alfred, Carleon let out a derisory chuckle. 
 
    "So it's only courageous when you have a clear advantage and no risk of loss? It could have been your family that was attacked, baker. Would you have expected help if it were your daughters being ravished or burned?" 
 
    Roland the baker seemed to take offence at this and glared up at Carleon, but the dark haired priest glared back. Carleon was a holy man but he was broad and strong looking, so Roland backed down. 
 
    He turned his ire back to Alfred. 
 
    "But it wasn't, was it? Because I have no stain of magic in my bloodline. No one else in Durn does. Only you Alfred. Which is why you should never have come back." 
 
    Alfred wanted to shout and scream at the smug and cowardly bread maker. Instead he let out a deep sigh and dismounted. 
 
    Roland took a step back, thinking that Alfred meant to attack him in some way. Alfred turned from him and walked to the door of his house. Inside it was a smashed and blackened mess, but there was no sign of any charred corpses. 
 
    Alfred turned to the motley group of gathered Durnians. His eyes glistened with tears. 
 
    "They spared no one?" 
 
    Roland grunted and shook his head. His voice softened a little and his expression betrayed a little shame. 
 
    "The only body we couldn't find was your younger brother Atticus. But with the heat...with the heat there is often little left. We all buried your parents and Connor and Rab, in the cemetery out back. We did them proper, did them right." 
 
    Master Phillip spat down on the cobbles and gave the baker a judging glare. To Alfred's surprise his old Master looked imposing and powerful. 
 
    "There better have been proper blessings to Angall said over their graves, fat man. It wasn't scones you were putting in an oven, it was good folk's souls you were attending, so it better have been done right. Or I'll be praying for a lightning bolt or two. You understand me?" 
 
    Roland the baker appeared disturbed by this and his throat apple bobbed. 
 
    "All was done according to the scriptures, father. We're simple, hardworking folk here in Durn, and we give our dues to the Gods. We obey the rules. That's why having him here disturbs us so much. He brings blasphemy and strife to this good town. Magic is the preserve of the Gods alone, so we are taught!" 
 
    Phillip snorted up some snot and leaned forward in his saddle. His big belly bulged beneath him and he prepared to launch a tirade of insults at the baker. Instead he spoke in a low quiet voice, as if giving a service. The baker looked up at him in silence. Behind him a handful of townsfolk cowered and listened. 
 
    "Roland, is it? Roland there is an evil soon coming to sweep across this land that will burn everything you see, not just this cottage behind us. These puny town walls you built will not stop it. The king, in his madness and fear, cannot see that he is hunting the last hope we have of defending ourselves from a force that almost wiped us out the first time it came upon us. Then, we won the war by the smallest margin. This time, the enemy is prepared. They have infiltrated us on every level, weakening us from the inside, sowing doubt and fear and superstition. Instead of attacking us outright, it is waiting for us to half destroy ourselves, and then it will move in and pick off the stragglers." 
 
    Phillip gestured his head behind him at Alfred, standing at the broken door of his home. 
 
    "Is this boy a good priest? Lord no. Is he a dutiful hard worker? I'm afraid not. Is he a courageous soul? Not to date, but I have my suspicions he'll surprise us all. But none of that is my business. Angall has blessed him, and others like him throughout the world, with a magic that surfaces perhaps once in every hundred generations. It is a magic that is best called hope. You may show this bereaved lad such poor hospitality now, and spurn him from the people that should have kept him safe. But one day, if he is strong enough to survive the trials in front of him, and when the darkness is closing in all around the walls of Durn, on that day, should you see him riding towards this town with sword held high, on that day you will cheer to see him, and throw bright petals at his feet." 
 
    The baker looked to Alfred with his jowly jaws hanging open. He was shaken by Master Phillip's words. He moved to speak but no words came. 
 
    Alfred turned to the gathered townsfolk. He wiped a hand across his dirty cheek, smearing it with tears. He cleared his throat and stood tall. 
 
    "Thank you, for showing my parents such respect and burying their remains. I'm sure you can all see the ruin it brings when tongues wag, so I would ask one favour of you before I leave. If anyone asks of us or the direction we travel tell them you have not seen me in years, and that if I ever turned up you would not even let me in the gates, which is true. I do not want any more bloodshed or suffering to be visited upon this town, or any of your families, as they have on mine." 
 
    Roland the baker looked to the cobbles, and behind him the townsfolk murmured. He looked up and his eyes were filled with guilt. 
 
    "I remember a boy from Durn named Alfred. To the best of my knowledge, his father sent him off to seminary school in Old Vassonia a few years back. Angall only knows what's become of him. I doubt he'd ever turn up here." 
 
    Phillip sat back in his saddle with a nod, and Alfred walked forward to the baker. To his amazement a few of the Durnians behind him backed off, as if they expected him to smite them with some savage sorcery. 
 
    Alfred drew up close and stood before the baker. 
 
    "I do not know what these good priests behind me think I am supposed to do. I've never been much for prophecies and destiny, that sort of thing. And I'll be honest with you, I think there's been a terrible case of mistaken identity and this will all come out in the wash soon enough. But if I'm wrong, and I can find some strength within me, I promise I will not let Durn fall. If I ever return I will bring what hope I can with me." 
 
    Roland chewed his lip and looked to his feet. When he looked up his jaw was set and firm. 
 
    "Wait here." 
 
    The baker rushed off into his house and emerged a few moments later with a brown linen sack. He strode up to Alfred and held it out. He cleared his throat and glanced at all the brethren of Angall before him. 
 
    "I believe it is customary when holy men of Angall visit your town, to provide them with bread and wine for their pilgrimage? Alas we have no vintner here today, but these rye loaves are amongst the best you will have tasted. For the road ahead. Wherever it leads." 
 
    Alfred reached out and took the sack, the rich smell of warm bread drifting up. He nodded. 
 
    "It's always easier to ride into danger on a full stomach. Thank you Roland." 
 
    The baker nodded, and Alfred mounted his horse. 
 
    He took one last look back at his burnt family home, and spurred Domino past them back towards the city gate. 
 
    As they travelled along the Crownsway up a long sloping hill, Alfred stopped once and looked back. The town looked small to Alfred now and beautiful in its own way. He reached into the linen sack and pinched off a morsel of rye bread. 
 
    It brought back instant memories of childhood in the way only taste and smell can. He had an image of sharing such a loaf by the river with his father, on one of the few times they had gone fishing together. Everything about the bread represented goodness and safety, family and warmth. He thought it would be a long time before he tasted such a homemade loaf again. Alfred turned his horse and cantered forward. Joining his brethren and making his way down the road towards tumbling grey clouds. 
 
    They were heading north, out of all Alfred's ken, towards a land whose very name terrified him. 
 
    He was still afraid. He felt grief churning within him. He had thought he could hide from the world. From the magic within him. From the calling of the gods. He thought he could spend his life in sheltered libraries reading dusty books. He never wanted any part of the troubles or the lack of justice in the world.  
 
    Now his family were dead. And it was his fault.  
 
    The king and his Witchfinders would hunt him to the edges of the world. To keep order and control. To ensure that there was no force left to stand against the Sorrow when it revealed itself. He caught up to the other priests as they waited for him on the brow of a hill. Phillip gave him a sad smile.  
 
    "Are you ready, lad? To go off into the wild? It won't be easy." 
 
    Alfred drew his horse in close to his master. They remained there under the shadow of a large oak tree. Light dappled on the ground at the horse's hooves. In the tree above a few birds sang. Alfred glanced back to Durn down below.  
 
    "My old life is still smoking, but it's gone. The seminary is gone. I don't know how to fight, master. But I will learn. Then if I have to, I will fight my way all the way to the king himself. And drive a sword right through his heart." 
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    The double doors at the end of the throne room were ten foot high. Engraved brass, decorated with lions and twisting vines. They swung open and thudded against the stoppers buried in the marble walls. 
 
    There in the doorway stood a thin twisted figure wrapped in black silk bandages right up to his neck. His thin hair hung lank beneath the wide brimmed hat he wore, and a thick sable cloak hung from his bony shoulders. He walked down the aisle between the fearful glances of the courtiers. The crimson silk lining of his cloak flashed with each step like a wound opening. The figure stalked to the foot of the marble stairs and took one knee. He removed his velvet hat with a flourish and prostrated himself low to the marble. His greasy hair fell and draped across the first step and his head bowed low. Only his eyes remained fixed upwards towards the throne, green and inscrutable. 
 
    The gathered sycophants and courtiers whispered amongst themselves. Gathering their skirts up as if a cockroach had scuttled in. An atmosphere of unease permeated the room. The royal herald, a blond man in green tabard stood tall at the bottom of the steps and cleared his throat. 
 
    "Your majesty I present Merrick Clay of the royal Witchfinders. He seeks an audience with your greatness." 
 
    Merrick moved like a worm to prostrate himself lower. He offered a grin that only managed to look mocking. 
 
    "Your majesty, King Oligan, protector of the realm, lord in the high tower, scourge of the Old Races that plagued us, determiner of the infallible laws, arbiter of justice and key holder of all magic. He who keeps us safe from the Warping and the Sorrow, who decrees in his wisdom that magic is the preserve of the gods. I come bearing news from the world." 
 
    King Oligan's mask tilted down, the impassive crafted face handsome and benign. He stared at Merrick for a long moment, and the atmosphere in the room became tense. The gathered courtiers looked at one another. They felt a twinge of excitement that this Witchfinder may be about to suffer the king's wrath. 
 
    The king looked up and in his distorted voice he echoed through the mask. 
 
    "My esteemed servant Merrick Clay, your news carries precedence over all others. Everyone else, drink and converse amongst yourselves, I have business with my friend and your own must wait." 
 
    A murmur travelled through the crowd. A few fat courtiers puffed up a little. Indignant that their audience and concerns were being cut short. One portly man with a red beard and gold trimmed cloak stepped forward. 
 
    "But your majesty, the farmlands of Eastern Ghurnak, they have been besieged by Kraven for months, our children have been taken and-" 
 
    The king stood and his voice echoed from brass lips. The red bearded courtier shrunk beneath the king's wrath. 
 
    "You think I care nothing for our borders Baron Meakle, for the threats that have faced us all these years?" 
 
    The red bearded baron stepped back a little. But not so much that his indignation at his own lack of importance was not still demonstrated. 
 
    "No your Highness, of course not, I merely-" 
 
    King Oligan walked down several of the marble steps of his dais, a pronounced limp hampering his gait. 
 
    "If you knew the sacrifices I have made, what I have lost in the name of this country, baron, you would not address me is such glib tones. Kraven? Kraven, baron? They are little more than vermin predators that steal the occasional sheep or some errant peasant child that has wandered off into the woods. Do you know what me and my army have fought at the fringes and borders to keep your rich lands safe? Beasts, baron! Horned Karkaren that are as savage as nature, that had banquets where they ate entire towns of men, including soft plump lords such as yourself. Evil Manticores that ravaged our outlying towns like a plague of demons, and got as far as the river Stallen to the east. The Stallen flows close to your ancestral homelands I believe?" 
 
    Baron Meakle realized that he had stepped too far with his king. And did not wish to end up languishing in the palace dungeons. His self-preservation ruled him above any sense of nobility. 
 
    "Forgive my tone, your majesty. We know you are a hero to your people, and a few of us are old enough to remember the threat of the Old Races, and the battles you fought to keep the beasts from our borders." 
 
    King Oligan spun on the stairs, his white robes trailing and billowing around him. He pointed a gloved finger at the prostrate Witchfinder that was bowed at the bottom of the marble steps. 
 
    "That is only the half of it, Baron Meakle. You only sleep safe in your beds at night, because of the diligent and constant work done by dedicated royal servants such as this man here. This man you cower from and give not a bow to as he passes. This man, Merrick Clay, scours every inch of the land to root out and eradicate the poison within our society that would destroy us all. This trusted public servant who suffers and hungers that he may have the strength to face unnatural powers and tainted blood." 
 
    Merrick Clay rose to his feet like a corpse from a grave. He addressed the baron with mocking smile. 
 
    "Tainted blood which could crop up in any family, baron, the freakish aberrations know no boundaries. Perhaps even yours?" 
 
    Baron Meakle took offence at his bloodline being besmirched. His ample chest puffed out. 
 
    "I can assure you, Goodman Clay, that there has been no one born with the Magus Heart in my family, and if there had been-" 
 
    The Witchfinder moved up close to the portly baron with unnatural speed and grace. Until he skulked beneath his nose. 
 
    "I trust you would have handed it over at birth, baron? So that it could have been disposed of?" 
 
    Being in close proximity to the Witchfinder made the baron uneasy. His bravado and indignation slipped for a moment. 
 
    "Of...of course, Goodman Clay." 
 
    Merrick Clay turned to the assembled courtiers. A ragged vagabond in black compared to their yards of silk and pearls. He raised his hands like a preacher and spoke aloud. 
 
    "I think you would all do well to remember the scars our good king carries on our behalf. The Old Races were a monstrous threat at our borders, which he alone secured. Every one of the Old Races was born with the Magus within their breast, their entire bloodlines were tainted! The human children born with the Magus could have been the spawn of unnatural union between man and beast, for all we know! Even they didn't know how their warping would manifest itself, they could have had the power to bring the stars crashing down on our heads as we slept! Some of them had the nerve to call their afflictions blessings, as if granted them by the gods. Sorcery is their preserve and theirs alone!" 
 
    Baron Meakle had gone quite red in the face and had gathered his courage once again. He stepped forward with pudgy fists clenched by his sides. 
 
    "We are all loyal subjects, Goodman Clay. We appreciate the delicate and murky nature of the work you do for the Kingdom. But we all perform a difficult task in our own ways, and there are many of us who have served in the military. We have seen danger, we have seen risk and bloodshed. Some of us wonder if you do not aggrandize your own work to maintain your position. You cannot face the perils you describe. None of us here have seen the slightest hint of true magic in years, the land is purged of it. Some of us doubt that it even exists any more in the world. " 
 
    An ominous hush descended on the throne room. A few of the other courtiers stepped back. As if to dissociate themselves from the fat baron and the Witchfinder. The king stood on the marble steps observing, his golden mask revealing nothing. 
 
    Merrick Clay smiled his skeletal grin and stepped closer to the baron. He ripped open his ragged shirt to reveal an emaciated chest. The Witchfinder beat his ribs with his fist. 
 
    "Do you, baron? Well I have the Magus Heart within my body, did you know that? I was born with it, cursed with it, and I have cursed every day of my pitiful existence that I have had to live with it. I purge my body with pain each morning and evening, I fast for days or weeks, and I atone for my kind by hunting them and bringing them to justice. And you doubt me and my calling, and the danger of magic? You who sleeps safe from our sacrifices!" 
 
    The baron had found an unexpected courage from somewhere. Believing that the other nobles were on his side. 
 
    "Perhaps I do, Goodman. You are yourself an aberration, and all your strange brotherhood of freaks. Perhaps you invent your own powers and the threat of others to justify your own existence outside an oubliette. " 
 
    Merrick Clay smiled and raised his hands. 
 
    "Then let me show you my humble blessing, baron." 
 
    Baron Meakle scoffed though his eyes showed fear. He raised a hand to dismiss the Witchfinder when his hand started to bend back against the joint. He looked at it in horror, trying to force it back to normal with is other hand. 
 
    The king's voice echoed through his mask. 
 
    "Enough, Merrick, let him be. The baron and all his kin are the breadbasket of our nation, he has many coins to count for the realm, and needs both hands to do it." 
 
    Merrick Clay bowed low and stepped back. 
 
    "Forgive me your majesty." 
 
    As baron Meakle nursed his sprained wrist, the king stepped down closer to his courtiers. He was tall and broad of shoulder. An impressive figure, but he could not disguise the lameness of his leg or left arm that was weak and twisted. 
 
    "Baron, let me be clear. I am your king and I value you all, but if you ever address me like a bureaucrat you can harry at the guildhall, I will have your own children fed to the Kraven I keep in the royal kennels. Then I will feed you to them from the toes up. I think we are done for the day. Yes?" 
 
    King Oligan waved his hand at the gathered and slumped back down in the throne. The courtiers stood shocked for a moment before the royal blackguard started hurrying them towards the brass doors. Like slow sheep herded by determined hounds. They shuffled confused and indignant from the room. 
 
    King Oligan gave a sharp clap of his hands and gestured to the doors. 
 
    "Come on, we've talked sheep and grain enough for the day. Matters pressing gather like dark clouds." 
 
    The king looked down at Merrick Clay, still kneeling at the foot of the marble steps, like a starved rat. 
 
    "Speaking of dark clouds, how is my favorite ill omen?" 
 
    Merrick Clay sat up and beamed the smile of a salesman to his king. He spread his arms wide and rejoiced like a preacher. 
 
    "I am as fulfilled and joyous as a man could be, your majesty. Every day I am blessed to have royal decree to roam this beautiful kingdom, far and away, pulling weeds, trimming unruly hedges, culling the dangerous beasts that prowl at our borders. I am a gardener. And how it pleases me to see the roses bloom in this kingdom as they do." 
 
    King Oligan sat back in his throne and waved for some wine. A boy ran up the steps with a jug and cup. 
 
    "I'm fair pleased to hear that, Merrick. Gardening can be a filthy, backbreaking task. The royal rose garden, for example, that you walked through to get to the foot of the Needle. I have men that work every day of the year keeping them the way I want them. Their hands are nobbled with joint pain and scarred from a lifetime of thorns. It takes its toll, as I can see." 
 
    Another serving boy brought the king a grown rose, a crimson explosion at the end of a thorny stalk. The king took it in his gloved hand and held it up to the light. He walked down the steps and held it out to the Witchfinder. 
 
    Merrick Clay looked at his own hands as if they had just grown on his wrists, his eyes wide and enraptured. He looked at the rose for a moment, its stem bristling with thorns. 
 
    "I am proud of every scar and wound I own, your majesty." 
 
    Merrick reached out and grasped the thorny stem with both hands. The spines piercing the pale skin of his palms as he crushed them tight. Rivulets of blood ran out from between his fingers and he closed his eyes and breathed in a deep sensual sigh. He opened his eyes and a single tear ran down his cheek, a tear of pure bliss. 
 
    The king placed a gauntleted hand on the Witchfinder's head. 
 
    "You are a good and faithful servant Merrick Clay. You have introduced me to so many wonders over the years. Without you and your skills, this kingdom and my royal line would be in a precarious position." 
 
    Merrick Clay looked up, his sunken eyes misted and in rapture. 
 
    "And I will introduce you to so many more wonders, Oligan Rathratta. When Sorrows come, you will be held in esteem most high. You and your family will sit atop a high tower and gaze upon a fair new world." 
 
    King Oligan turned away and walked back up the steps to his throne. He ushered away his servant boys and watched until they had left the throne room. Once the vast vaulted room was empty, he looked down at his Witchfinder. 
 
    "I want that, Merrick, for myself and my wife and children. We must be an integral part of this new world. I want the change to be as bloodless as possible. I want my people to still worship me as their king, and to suffer only as much as is necessary." 
 
    Merrick Clay opened his arms wide in a gesture of honesty. 
 
    "And they will suffer, your majesty, only as much as is necessary. You have been wise to remove the elements that could have provided rebellion and dissent. No one wants all-out war, this world has seen enough of it. Without the power of the Old Races and the power of sorcery, it will be a quick and bloodless coup. For over fifty years we have prepared for this. Together." 
 
    The king slumped down into his throne and his shoulders sagged. His white robes billowed out around the throne like a pond of milk. 
 
    "I am glad to hear this, Merrick." 
 
    The Witchfinder crept up the first couple of steps, his head bowed, and leaned in. 
 
    "Yet there has been a new development of late, one that could prove troublesome." 
 
    The golden mask raised a little. 
 
    "This rare blessing that you spoke of? I thought it was just a few isolated incidents?" 
 
    The Witchfinder steepled his hands and his gaunt face worked in concern. 
 
    "Yes, but it is not one to be taken lightly. I have spies everywhere and the oracles and soothsayers are doing their work. We strive to intercept as soon as we have word. But recently, one or two of the warped have slipped through the net." 
 
    King Oligan waved a hand in the air. 
 
    "You will have all the resources that you need, Merrick. Is it so dangerous?" 
 
    The Witchfinder nodded. His lank hair fell over one eye. 
 
    "If left unchecked, majesty, it could bring all our plans down around us. If you seek to avoid all-out war at all costs, as do we, then it must be hunted down and eradicated." 
 
    King Oligan was used to giving his favorite Witchfinder and spiritual advisor the benefit of the doubt. And he had given him an almost limitless supply of money and resources to fulfil his task. 
 
    Merrick Clay was the very magic user who had come to him many decades ago in his darkest hour. Warned him of the return of the Sorrow and the futility of war against it. He had shown Oligan the beauty of worship and the nature of true power. Promising the king his heart's desire if he only bowed the knee to the new gods. He was a creature of many caps. He was a dedicated royal Witchfinder and yet one of the warped himself. He was a wise advisor in military and political matters. Yet he was also a priest of the shadow cult that had worshipped the Sorrow in the background for a thousand years. 
 
    Hardly a decision was made that the royal Witchfinder was not at least consulted on. Oligan knew that he would never have been able to find the medicine his family had needed without the man. And for that he was forever grateful. 
 
    "See it done. Hunt those cursed with this blessing to the ends of the world if you must. But keep the peace at the cost of any blood." 
 
    Merrick Clay bowed low and backed down the steps with his ghoul's smile. 
 
    "As you wish, your majesty. It is the only currency I trade in." 
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    Alfred wondered why god only lived in the loneliest places. 
 
    Never found residing on a plump couch by a fireside after a meal of suckling pig. Never in summer in the meadows when the first tart batch of cider was ready. Never in the warm curves of a woman as she slept against him. Not that Alfred would know. 
 
    God always lived at the ends of the earth, and he never seemed pleased to have guests. 
 
    But it wasn't an acolyte's job to ask the greater questions. So Alfred did what was expected of him with his usual reluctance. 
 
    The road to the monastery was four days hard ride by horse from the nearest town. If Grimstone could be called a town. It was a rugged settlement leading into the granite plains known as the Bleaks. 
 
    Grimstone was wise to wrap a wall around itself for warmth and safety. It was a town of trappers and lumber men. A trading post for centuries and one of the last warm lights in a cold hard country. This was a real outer rim town at the very edges of the kingdom.  
 
    The outside of its iron wall was pockmarked with hammer dents. Testament to the times the starving Wendigo had come down from the hills and tried to batter their way in. Those creatures had not been seen as far as Grimstone since the lean days after the purges. When food had been scarce and winter long. But the old rusted dents were a constant reminder of how much the town sat at the edge of the civilized world. The king's laws held only a thin tenure out here, and his eyes rarely cast upon it. 
 
    The night before, Alfred had looked out over the wall at dusk and thought that the Bleaks looked like a sea of frozen rocks. Petrified waves jutting up and ready to crash. He had lain that night in his straw bed that stank of damp and wondered what God expected of him. He placed the backs of his hands together in supplication. The breath rose from his mouth as he whispered to the ceiling. 
 
    "Great Angall, I don't understand the path you have set me on, but I will walk it to the end. I ask that you keep the souls of my mother and father close to you, and my brothers, Rabb, Connor and Atticus. They did not deserve their fate, while I still linger here to draw breath. If you chose not to protect them, then let me bring justice for them. I have asked you for so many favors in the past. I have cajoled you for riches, for the favors of beautiful women, and for luck in the gambling dens. I know that these prayers were unworthy. Now I ask you for something different. I ask you to make me strong of arm and courageous of heart. I ask you to give me the wit and insight to fulfil these tasks ahead, whatever they may be. I have dreams of war. I am ashamed to say that in these dreams I have killed. But my greater shame is that I feel such fire in my heart when I fight. I have no skill at arms. But if your strength can flow through me, I will do your work in this world. I will purge the Sorrow wherever I find it, until the land is cleansed. Or until you grant me death and see fit to take me to your heart. " 
 
    Alfred cast his eyes across the ceiling, waiting for a shadow or shaft of moonlight to give him a sign. A dog barked somewhere out in the town. Nothing else. 
 
    Angall answered questions when he was ready, Alfred had gotten used to that. He rolled over and stared wide eyed at the peeling plaster wall until he fell into a disturbed sleep. 
 
    In his dreams he heard the crashing of waves.  
 
    A ship sailed in the wide dark sea. Its sails were red and black, a pirate's colours.  
 
    Alfred's mind flew across the waves and through a porthole. He drifted through cabins and hammocks of rough, sleeping men. There were crates and jars and vases of wares stacked everywhere in the ship. With his disembodied eyes Alfred could see the sorcery glowing within these artefacts. Deep purples and reds, silver and gold. He could hear a deep humming over the sound of the sea, coming up from the bowels of the ship. He drifted deeper and deeper, away from the snoring sailors, into the darkest hold of the ship.  
 
    He stopped there, in the secret hold.  
 
    It sat there in the dark like a great cracked stone egg. A frame held it upright, but to Alfred's eyes it seemed to vibrate and pulse. Like it was a living thing and not a relic of rock.  
 
    He could see the sorcery in it. But it glowed a diseased green. The stench from it was rotten.  
 
    Alfred knew what it was. A child of the Sorrow.  
 
    The stone egg cracked further and putrid slime ran from the fissures. Something was being birthed. Long fingers stretched out, clasping the edges. Squirming its way out.  
 
    The head emerged. Eldritch and deformed, with oily tendrils writhing all about it. It looked at Alfred with its many eyes. It recognized him.  
 
    Alfred felt afraid and he forced his mind up and away from this thing. He backtracked up through the cabins and corridors of the ship, desperate to escape the gaze of this creature.  
 
    He stopped.  
 
    He was in a cluttered hold filled with silks and barrels. In an alcove was a wooden cage, half draped with a sheet of silk. But Alfred could see a glimpse of red hair. He moved towards it, still fearful of the thing being born in the bowels of the ship.  
 
    He stopped when he saw the sleeping girl. Her red hair was matted and filthy and she wore faded rags. It was far from the armored crusader he saw in his dreams, fighting in the catacombs. But it was her. It was the girl.  
 
    He heard a noise behind him. A slithering sound of something heavy. He put his spectral hands on the wooden bars of the cage and screamed.  
 
    Wake up! 
 
    Deena wake up! 
 
      
 
    Alfred awoke to the cold light of dawn and the distant battering of an anvil. He shook the dream from his head. It was so vivid. The girl was in trouble. He did not know how to help her, but somehow he must.  
 
    Alfred and the other priests washed their faces and made their way down to the communal hall. Much to the puzzled glances of the few other occupants. Fur traders, prospectors, and the occasional madman were the usual guests at the town's only inn. They had been pegged as the latter since their bedraggled arrival the night before. When they told the innkeeper of their plans to travel out to the monastery it had been met with shaken heads. They might as well have said they were travelling to the moon. He had leaned over the bar at them like a kindly uncle explaining that a practical joke had been played on them. 
 
    "We haven't had any Blackcoats like you out this far since I got married ten years ago. You do realize that monastery hasn't been visited by anyone for decades? It's nothing but a haunted ruin. Doubt there are any monks still there. Any that were must be long dead. Only thing you'll find out in them wilds is Wendigo. They'll take their hammers to you while you sleep and you'll be a fine meal." 
 
    The group had smiled, stating that they were on a pilgrimage and would not be dissuaded. The locals gave up on hope of their survival and their coin was a valid as any man's. They were a practical people out on the frontier. 
 
    The small group of travelers bound for the monastery ate a breakfast of oatmeal and gritty beer. And then went out to tend the beasts. A few light flakes of snow fell upon the flagstones and the horse's breath snorted out as musky vapor. They were brushed and fed, their hooves inspected for wounds and infection. A few kind travel blessings whispered in their ears for comfort. 
 
    The animals needed to be healthy for the next leg. There would be no help arriving on the disused road ahead and no blessing for their bodies if they fell. Nor any blessing for the riders. By mid-morning the pilgrims were riding out the reinforced rear gate of Grimstone. On a long road that stretched towards gloomy hills. 
 
    Within two hours the town was lost from view. And despite his travelling companions, Alfred rode as the loneliest man in the world. The faded memory of his dream still lingered in his mind. He had never met this girl that he kept seeing in his nightmares. She had terrified him most times he had dreamed of her. But now he knew. She was like him. Blessed with Angall's Whisper. And somewhere in the world, she was in terrible danger. This meant he was also likely in terrible danger. He looked at the landscape around him.  
 
    The plains themselves were like the ruins of nature. 
 
    An expanse of shattered rocks and hills stretched out in all directions. Dotted about the land were ancient standing stones, sometime in groups of two or three and sometimes alone. Upon the stones were etched spirals and runes in a language long forgotten to any man who walked the world. To Alfred they struck him as markers in a game no one could remember how to play. The only thing that passed for life in The Bleaks was the occasional blackened tree. Standing angled as if recoiling in terror. 
 
    The land was as intimidating as anything he had ever witnessed. Amidst the desolation of broken rocks, strange shards jutted upwards. Teeth of black glass. They pierced the sky in sharp points circled by crows. Alfred turned to Master Phillip, and pointed to one of the huge polished shards. 
 
    "Master, did men build those black teeth? They look like nothing mother earth would make. Nothing in this depressing land does." 
 
    Phillip shifted his well-padded arse in his saddle and craned around with an old man grunt. A small drip of snot hung from his pockmarked nose. He sniffed it back up and looked across at his acolyte. 
 
    "Well boy, the folks of Grimstone call them brecanstanes. I've seen similar on a beach on the Karnish coast, when lightning struck the sand. Turned the sand to frozen glass, it was a wonder." 
 
    Alfred screwed his face up at the nearest shard of black glass towering above them like a necromancer's keep. He glanced up at the iron sky and drew his fur around him. 
 
    "Lightning? Master, that one is bigger than the bell tower back home. What kind of poor excuse for weather do they have out here?" 
 
    Ruven sat up in his saddle in the manner he did when giving sermon. He chewed corner of his blonde moustache and glance across at Alfred. He had one of those voices like soft butter that parishioners always liked. 
 
    "Your Master is a good study of alchemy and natural philosophy. I've known few men who would stare for hours at a rock or some plant climbing up the side of the cloisters, and see the workings of the Gods in it. But I heard a different tale of the lay of this land. One my grandfather told me." 
 
    Alfred peered out at the strange environment and a knot tightened in his stomach. He was so tired, every muscle ached from riding. His arse was numb and all he wanted was a warm bed, a bottle of good wine, and to curl up with a book.  
 
    "I'm sure it's a heart-warming tale that shows this land as the paradise it is, Brother Ruven." 
 
    Ruven frowned and considered this for a moment. 
 
    "No, not really. The story goes that this was once the site of a battle so great and fierce, that it scarred the earth forever. In the ancient days when The Sorrow first appeared and warped the creatures of the world like a plague. " 
 
    Alfred sat up in his saddle, his interest peaked. 
 
    "Who fought in this battle?" 
 
    Ruven cast a hand up to the sky and then swept it down towards the rocky road. 
 
    "The Gods. Even Lord Angall was involved. They say this used to be a city that spanned a hundred miles, with towers that scraped the sky. And all this jagged rock is the crushed remains of that once glorious civilization." 
 
    Alfred looked around him at the desolation. He could not imagine people ever living here in prosperity. 
 
    "How could something so bleak have once been a city? No city spans this distance." 
 
    Ruven spurred his horse to ride level with Alfred. The boy often found the fair haired priest patronizing and a little smarmy. But he had to admit that his buttery sermon voice was a warm comfort in the cold morning. 
 
    "In the latter days of the war, Alfred, it was a stalemate between the gods, mankind and the Sorrow. So the Gods unleashed the storm giants, who brought lightning down from the sky and scorched the earth. Those spikes of black glass you see are just what your Master described. Rock and sand petrified by lightning. But they're nothing natural. It's said that those black mirrors can absorb the souls of the dead and hold them there. And that all the poor citizens of that once great civilization just stare out on the ruin that was once their home." 
 
    Phillip tutted and stretched his old back out in the saddle. Twisting it until it issued an unhealthy crack. He sighed and shook his head at Ruven. 
 
    "Ruven, don't give the boy's over-fertile imagination any more water than it needs. He only just steals his courage most days as it is, without your ghost stories." 
 
    Ruven shrugged and smiled in a show of pure innocent mischief. He spread his hands wide and raised his bushy brow. 
 
    "I'm just giving the lad some context, Phillip; boy should know where he is, and where he's going." 
 
    Alfred rolled out his aching shoulders and blew out his cheeks. He was sick of the stench of horse and the reek of his own sweat. The cold wind was finding every fissure in his fur cloak. He could not disguise the impatience in his voice. 
 
    "And where are we going? I still know almost nothing about this monastery and the folks at Grimstone seem to think it's abandoned." 
 
    "Aye and folk thinking that suits us just fine. It's one of the few places the king's spies have not discovered. A last refuge for the strange. Since the king's purges, through his fear of magic, many rare and wonderful things in the world have been lost to us. Some things we managed to find and save before they were destroyed, and they are hidden there." 
 
    Carleon craned his neck around. His curly black hair exploding from his head like a mess of oily springs. His voice was husky and accent rustic. Alfred always thought Carleon was a good sort. 
 
    "There are a few illustrations in the forbidden repository, and a few mentions of it in Malgrave's Meditations, if you ever bothered to read your prescribed textbooks, Alfred."  
 
    Carleon finished his chastisement with a friendly wink. Phillip blew the snot from his nose on a stained handkerchief and inspected the results, before grinning across. 
 
    "Alfred is too busy reading his fairy tales and having illicit dreams of rescuing fair damsels from towers. Isn't that right, boy?" 
 
    Alfred sat tall in his saddle despite his aching back.  
 
    "So it's like a museum? Am I to be an exhibit?" 
 
    Phillip looked straight ahead at the road, his eyes distant. 
 
    "More like a haven. But also an armory. A nascent armory of rare relics and beasts that may help us in the coming war. Magic is almost lost to us, Alfred, and it is the only thing that will save us from what is coming." 
 
    Alfred never liked when his Master went from jovial old drunk to serious scholar. It never boded well. 
 
    "And where do I fit into all this? My blessing is still only good for lighting candles."  
 
    Phillip nodded and sniffed up another bead of snot. He did not look across at his acolyte. 
 
    "You will bring hope to some, fear to others, and sadness for some." 
 
    Alfred sighed. His sense of impending doom was as tangible as his arse was numb. 
 
    "Are the others like me also bound for Ironghast?" 
 
    Phillip nodded. 
 
    "Those that survive the journey, yes. The call of the holy light in Ironghast will draw them all." 
 
    Alfred hesitated before speaking of his dreams. The red haired girl was his, and not to be shared.  
 
    "I think I see some of the others sometimes, when I dream. They are in danger. But I do not know if it is past, future, or never to be. Everything is a riddle. There is no sign of Angall in this wasteland." 
 
    Phillip sat up and cast a beady eye at his apprentice. His voice was in rapture. 
 
    "On the contrary, Alfred of Durn. 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." 
 
    Alfred hated it when his Master preached at him with sincerity. Of course Phillip would say that Angall always spoke to his disciples in riddles. Ready to be unwoven by the true devotee. So far, thought Alfred, they were a ball of string he could not unravel.  
 
    "Well if we don't get a real campfire going soon and get some heat in us, the riddle of my arse is going to be frozen to this poor horse." 
 
    Phillip caught his servant's eye with a beady stare for a moment. And then settled back into his saddle with a throaty chuckle. 
 
    Alfred huffed and allowed his horse to fall back a little. He remained there for the next four hour's bumpy ride, watching his mount's mane blowing in the wind. 
 
    There was claustrophobia to the landscape as the morning broke into afternoon. The featureless plains of rocks closed in on Alfred the longer he rode through them. A keening wind was rising, bringing with it swirling robes of dust. Those ashen curtains rose and fell before them. And after a while they could only see the rocky path a few metres ahead. The tiny particles stained the traveler’s clothes and faces with a grey film. Lending them the appearance of unhealthy old age. 
 
    Alfred drew his fur around him and raised his hood. He shouted ahead and his voice carried away with the howling gale. 
 
    "Master, this is intolerable! How can we find the monastery when I can't see my own hand in front of my face?" 
 
    His Master's shape rocked in the saddle ahead, the piebald flanks of his horse moving. A gruff voice called back. 
 
    "The place we're looking for is not in front of your face, Alfred. Putting your hand up just obscures your vision. Keep your eyes on the road." 
 
    Alfred mimicked his Master's voice, complaining into the back of his horse's head. 
 
    He didn't look up for another half hour until a pang of fear gripped him. 
 
    Alfred peered ahead as the wind rose, and in a terrifying moment he could not see or hear his companions. They had faded in the dust storm and there was nothing ahead of him but a swirling wall of dirty grey. He tightened his grip in the reigns and tried to suppress his panic as he spurred his horse onwards. With cracking voice he called out ahead. 
 
    "Master! Ruven! Carleon! I can't find you! Artio! Anybody? I'm lost, I can't find you!" 
 
    In his near panic, Alfred spurred his horse. The stressed animal bolted off to the right, carrying the acolyte with it. Alfred tugged the reigns and tried to slow the beast. But before he knew it he was off the road and galloping across rocky earth. 
 
    "Woah, Domino! Easy now." 
 
    The horse gave an indignant whinny and came under control, slowing to a canter then stopping. Alfred's heart thumped as he stroked the beast's mane and peered around. The wind was howling and the thick ribbons of dust whirled around him. He could see no more than three feet in any direction and in the confusion had lost his bearings. He shouted out into the wind. 
 
    "Master Phillip! Carleon! Anybody! I'm lost!" 
 
    Alfred strained his gaze out into the gloom, finding it hard not to lose his wits to panic. He had visions of wandering alone in this hateful land. Blind and starving, until the dust dried his throat out and he couldn't even scream. 
 
    Then he craned his neck as he thought he heard his Master's voice somewhere off to the left. His name called on the wind, but it sounded much further away than he would have expected. He called out as loud as his dry throat would allow. 
 
    "Master! I'm over here! Can you hear me?" 
 
    Alfred spun his horse as now he thought the voices of his companions were fainter and coming from a different direction. He was struggling to control his fear, and spoke under his breath with shaking voice. 
 
    "Lord Angall, I seem to have found myself in a bit of an unexpected pickle. Now I know you don't want your greatest servant to perish out here in the middle of nowhere, and what with you being the light in the dark and all, I thought perhaps you might point me in the right direction?" 
 
    Alfred closed his eyes as he prayed, not least to protect himself from the dust. He gripped tight to the reigns and tried to call upon his god to guide him. 
 
    As usual there was no reply to his plea. 
 
    As he sat there on his mount. His palms sweating despite the cold, Alfred did not see the shadowy shape loom behind him in the storm. It was a good deal taller than him, even mounted on his horse, but thin and still. A long fingered limb reached out through the dust towards him, almost brushing the back of his head. Alfred opened one eye as the primitive part of his mind sensed that something was amiss. He almost turned around in the saddle, almost, but his courage failed him. 
 
    A hand came out of the dust by his horse's head and grabbed Alfred's sleeve. 
 
    Alfred looked up and into the face of Phillip, tight lipped and frowning. 
 
    "For light's sake boy, try to keep up! We can't be holding your hand all the way there. And stick to the road!" 
 
    Alfred had never been so glad to see the old drunk. His ruddy jowls were as beautiful as an angel to the young man in that moment. 
 
    "Master. I must have lost concentration for a moment. I thought you had all left me." 
 
    Phillip grunted and took the reins of Alfred's horse, leading him back on the road. 
 
    "Not likely boy. The road would be duller without your sparkling wit. Now come on." 
 
    Alfred settled back into the saddle and let his heart return to normal as he was led back on the road. As his horse started to move, some instinct in him caused him to twist in his saddle and peer back through the storm. He could see nothing, but the fear remained the rest of the day. 
 
    It was dusk when the party gave up the ghost of their cold day's ride and decided to camp down. 
 
    After resigning themselves to a miserable night exposed to the elements, Carleon spotted one of the spikes that erupted from the earth. Not far from the road. The centuries of windblown grit had carved out a hollow in the structure. Big enough to shelter them and the horses. It terrified Alfred to get any closer to the eldritch spike that funneled up high into the sky. But in his present misery it might as well have been a palace. 
 
    Once they were bedded down and the animals tended, it was Alfred's job to get the campfire going. He had brought some wood and kindling with him from Grimstone as he doubted he'd find anything combustible out in The Bleaks. He sat there cross legged in the shelter of the black shard, assembling the fire. Alfred looked through the curtain of dusk to the sinking sun that gave them so little warmth or light. He tried to imagine the land as a vast civilization thousands of years before, with marketplaces, eateries and theatres. 
 
    He could not see it in his mind and began to doubt Ruven's tall tale. Then he looked down at his sleeve and the pale dust gathered in the creases of his robes. A disturbing thought formed in his mind. He ground a pinch of the dust between his finger and thumb and had an unpleasant suspicion. That this infernal dust was not from crushed rocks at all. Instead, it was the powdered bone of the ancient dead. Still blown restless in the wind after a thousand years. 
 
    "Come on boy, stop just staring out into the gloom and get the bloody fire on the go." 
 
    Alfred broke from his reverie and turned to Phillip. 
 
    "Sorry Master, I was lost in my evening prayers." 
 
    Phillip took a glug from his flask of spirit. 
 
    "Well I hope you were praying for hardtack, 'cos that and dried meat is all we've got if we can't heat this pottage up." 
 
    Alfred had no desire for a meal of tooth shattering bread, washed down with his last reserves of saliva. So he set himself to the fire. 
 
    The next ten minutes were spent in a futile effort to create a spark using his old flint and tinder. They had some shelter in the enclave, but the wind and low light were making it an impossible task for the young monk. He ground his teeth, trying not to show his frustration. 
 
    He dropped the flint on to the earth and closed his eyes. Alfred glanced around at his companions. Carleon and Artio were still attending to the horses. Ruven had his boots off and had taken a knife to his gnarled toes in an attempt to deal with his blisters. Phillip was sat cross legged on the ground. His eyes closed and muttering the evening prayer under his breath. 
 
    In the time since they left Old Vassonia, Alfred had been trying to bring his strange blessing under control. He had worked it , away from the eyes of the others. But he had often caught Phillip glancing at him when he came back from the woods. 
 
    Alfred took his opportunity and brought the backs of his hands together. Interlocking his fingers until they resembled a crude representation of a fire. He let his mind relax and allowed the kernel of warmth to begin behind his breastbone.  
 
    Then Alfred opened his mouth and from within a light began to glow. Turning his cheeks translucent and illuminating every blood vessel. Then a tiny mote of light floated from Alfred's throat and out into the cold night. It drifted across the air and came to rest upon his steepled fingers. It ignited into small tongues of flames that wrapped around his digits. 
 
    Alfred unraveled his hands and cast the flames on the pile of sticks. Where they blossomed into a campfire. Alfred smiled as the reflections danced in his eyes. The first true warmth he had felt since the Inn at Grimstone heated his face. He stretched out his numb fingers and let the heat take them to the point of discomfort. 
 
    "Alfred of Durn. I hope you were not just channeling the power of Angall himself, for your own selfish needs and comfort?" 
 
    Alfred spun his head to see his Master still sitting cross legged upon the ground, gazing at him with one beady eye. 
 
    Alfred began arranging the sticks around the edges of the fire for maximum conflagration. When he spoke he was having trouble sounding convincing, even to himself. 
 
    "No, Master, of course not. Not for my selfish needs, but for the safety of my travelling companions." 
 
    Phillip raised a bushy brow. 
 
    " There are no shortcuts to enlightenment, Alfred. It's the long road with all the scenery that we take." 
 
    Alfred peered out at the gathering dark. 
 
    "I wouldn't mind if there was some scenery, Master." 
 
    "Alfred." 
 
    "Sorry Master. Although if our pilgrimage is as important as you say, the messengers getting to the destination in one piece is in the service of the Lord?" 
 
    Phillip opened both eyes and sat back a little against the polished black rock. He waved a hand in the air. 
 
    "If he wishes to keep us safe until we get there, then he will." 
 
    "Yes Master, my apologies." 
 
    Phillip grunted as he stood and took an iron cauldron from his pack. He peeled off a waxed canvas from the rim and brought it over to the fire. He linked his cooking tripod together and hung the pot from it over the burgeoning flame. Alfred breathed in the aroma as the pottage warmed. Phillip bent to one knee and gave it a stir. 
 
    "Onions, leeks, bit of carrot, parsnip, saffron, couple of cloves of garlic. Should warm us up, boy. You channel your prayers like that and it's going to tire you out. It draws on the body's reserves. So eat." 
 
    At the back of the alcove, Ruven looked up from care of his feet as he smelled the warming broth. He called over in his buttervoice. 
 
    "Aah that's a comfort, lads. Innkeeper at Grimstone make that up for us?" 
 
    Phillip nodded and gave the pot a stir. 
 
    "Aye, and he charged steep for it and all. So it better be bloody good." 
 
    Artio gave the horses a final pat. They blew out steaming breath and whinnied as he walked away toward his pack to fetch a spoon. He called across. 
 
    "You've got a fine blaze going there Alfred. Seems you're not a fifth wheel on this cart after all." 
 
    Alfred looked over and Master Phillip smiled conspiratorially. 
 
    Phillip waved the other pilgrims away and then went back to stirring his pottage. He leaned in close and spoke low. Alfred could smell the spirit off his breath and see all the tiny thread veins that mapped his cheeks above the beard. 
 
    "Do you know how rare it is? Angall's Whisper?" 
 
    Alfred felt awkward at being given what sounded like a compliment of sorts. 
 
    "It might be rare, but other than keeping us warm at night, I don't see how I'm going to stop the Sorrow with it. Look at us, we're priests, not soldiers. We don't have an army. What can I do against magic that can break bones, or evil that can warp living things and make them puppets? I've barely seen a glimpse of it, except in my dreams. But the Sorrow terrifies me. I don't know if I'm worthy or capable for what's ahead." 
 
    Phillip raised a bushy brow. 
 
    "And what makes you think you're any less worthy than anyone else?" 
 
    Alfred stared at his teacher wide eyed. Perhaps it was the cold and hunger, but emotions rose in him and he suffered a rare bout of honesty. 
 
    "I'm selfish and I'm vain and I covet riches and attention, and I think about girls all the time, and I like wine more than I should, I don't understand most of the scriptures or Angall's Riddles, and I'm not sure that I believe in any of it. In my better moments I do, but I don't have too many better moments, Master." 
 
    Phillip of Tyne looked at him for a long moment, his bloodshot eyes fixed upon the boy. The familiar shame and humiliation crawled up Alfred's back. 
 
    "I mean, I wouldn't say such things out loud, Master Phillip." 
 
    Phillip's mouth spread into a slow grin, showing his beige teeth and cracked lips. 
 
    "You sound like a pretty normal fellow to me, Alfred. It's normal to want to take the easy path. But as you can see around us, it's not our lot in life. You're doing fine, lad." 
 
    Phillip rose with much cracking of knees and grunts. He stretched out his lower back and took a sip from his flask. He looked down at the boy with a warm smile. 
 
    "I like the odd tipple myself, you may have noticed, and in my weaker moments I feel like drunkenness brings us closer to god, during that golden moment between two drinks and three. After that, it's all ruined." 
 
    He patted Alfred on the shoulder and hobbled off to re-join the others. 
 
    Alfred took up stirring the supper. Taking in the aroma of garlic and cloves, and drying the hem of his damp robes by the fire. 
 
    He looked out past the sheltering glassrock to the murk of gale and dust.  
 
    He wondered if the Witchfinders were far behind. Who knew what arcane abilities some of them possessed to track him.  
 
    The Sorrow knew about him too. He could feel that. An intellect older than mountains had awoken from sleep and had its mind set on him.  
 
    His blessing did not feel like a power. 
 
    It felt like a beacon of light, illuminating his presence to all that hunted him. He could not extinguish his inner light, and it was drawing all foul monsters in on him.  
 
    Alfred did not know in that moment, but out in the dust beyond their campfire, the monsters were closing in for the first true fight of his life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 
 
      
 
    Deena woke with a start. She sat up in her wooden cage and brushed straw from her hair.  
 
    She could still hear the echo of her name being called. It resonated in her mind like a bell.  
 
    There was something wrong aboard ship. The sea felt too calm, the night too quiet.  
 
    She saw something in the far gloomy corner of the ship's hold, between stacks of bound crates.  
 
    It looked like a human shape. A pale boy with black hair and wrapped in dark robes. He was mouthing something to her but there was no sound. It was the strange boy from her dreams. She had seen him many times in her restless sleep. They were with others, fighting side by side, but his was the only face she could ever make out. This was the first time he had leapt from her dreaming mind and into the waking world. He was an insubstantial specter hiding in the shadows. As she watched, he faded by the moment. As her brain awoke, she realized that it was no more than a pile of dark silks and a marble statuette. As she came to her senses, she listened out into the ship. 
 
    All she could hear was the sporadic creaking of the timbers and the soft whisper of waves. But still she could sense danger.  
 
    The straw rustled as she got up to her haunches, stretching out her cramping limbs as best she could. Her own breathe sounded loud in the dark hold.  
 
    She noticed something at the far end in the gloomy doorway that led to the rest of the ship. It was a thin wisp of green mist, curling around the doorframe like an inquisitive serpent.  
 
    She had seen mist and slime that shade before, back in her village.  
 
    Curling from the window where her little brother was taken.  
 
    Deena was about to cry out for Cyrus Blackweather and warn the ship of danger.  
 
    Before she made a sound the silence was broken as a man ran through the doorway screaming. He was portly and had a lank black comb over of hair. She knew his name. Mercer Eke.  
 
    He tumbled into the hold, yelling and sweating. He craned his neck behind him and then tumbled over a crate of limes. Falling onto the timbers, all the air was expelled from his lungs. He lay there sweating for a moment and catching his breath. Deena crouched in her cage watching the man in horror. She could see the feverish fear on his ruddy face. He looked up at her with small frightened eyes and tried to speak. 
 
    "It...It cannot be. It is gone from the world. Gods save us." 
 
    Mercer Eke struggled to his feet and drew a curved sword from his belt. He twisted this way and that, peering out into the gloom. The sword swished into the dark, knocking the crate of limes and sending green fruit tumbling across the decking.  
 
    Something moved in the dark at the far reaches of the hold. It was a shadow that touched the ceiling. Deena saw it and called out.  
 
    "Over there, to your left!" 
 
    Mercer Eke turned to her, panting hard. His eyes darted about her face like she was a puzzle to be solved. He shook his head a little and smiled.  
 
    "Good luck can't last forever, can it girl?" 
 
    Deena saw something large move in the dark. Mercer Eke slashed around with his sword but his foot landed on some rolling limes. He staggered backwards. The sword flew from his hand and clattered near Deena's cage. The man fell on his back and hit his head off a wooden chest. He lay there for a moment, blinking and muttering. Then he rolled over and managed up to his hands and knees. Deena reached through the bars to him.  
 
    "Mr. Eke, isn't it? What's out there? Is it the relic below deck?" 
 
    Mercer looked up at her and blood trickled into his eye from a split scalp.  
 
    "It...It hatched. There was something inside it. We have to sink the ship..." 
 
    His eyes teared up and he reached for Deena. She reached out to touch his hand and he was dragged away from her. She was the shock and pain in his face. Some clawed limb had raked into his plump calf and pulled him screaming across the hold and into a gloomy corner. Deena cried out. 
 
    "Help!" 
 
    Something lurked in the corner. It had a great spiny shell covering its back like armor. Green spikes peppered that black carapace. Many long limbs sprouted from it, tipped in pincers or grasping talons. From the back of its head writhed several thick oily tentacles, grasping the beams of the ship for support. Deena could not see its face, but she could see the weeping face of Mercer Eke as he looked up from the corner. He raised a hand to protect himself just as a myriad of tendrils shot out to envelop his head. They pulled him upwards and Deena heard the crunch as something bit down.  
 
    The creature was noisy as it fed, wrenching its head this way and that to rend more meat.  
 
    Deena saw the scimitar on the deck, just out of reach. She lunged forward, pushing her shoulder between the bars and stretching to her limit. Her fingers brushed the pommel of the sword and it moved but not quite enough. She groaned and pushed harder and felt the rough wooden bars scrape the skin from her arm.  
 
    She almost had her fingers wrapped around the pommel when she saw the monstrous creature stand and turn. Her heart shuddered when she saw it. This was not what had attacked her village. They now seemed like no more than the birds that cleaned a crocodile's teeth compared to the beast before her. Its mouth was wide, and bristling with row upon row of uneven fangs.  
 
    She shouted in rage and fear as her fingers scrabbled for the sword.  
 
    The monster dropped the pulped remains of Mercer Eke and opened its mouth. A Dark green tongue lashed out like a jungle vine. The monster made a sound like a series of low clicks. Then it began to crawl towards her.  
 
    Deena was determined to die with a sword in her hand. More skin scraped off her shoulder as she pushed between the bars. The monster's tongue brushed across its blood stained teeth.  
 
    Deena gritted her teeth.  
 
    There was a roar like a bear behind the creature. Deena looked past and saw Cyrus Blackweather standing with his clawed hands on the doorframe. His head was low and horns pointed at the monster.  
 
    "There are no stowaways allowed aboard my ship!" 
 
    He reached behind his back and brought out a bearded axe at least seven feet tall.  
 
    "This is for hacking an anchor loose if it'll drag us down. But it'll do for your pretty face too, sweetheart." 
 
    The creature raised itself up to its full height and even towered above Blackweather. Its tentacles writhed and tongue lashed. Slime dripped from the corners of its mouth. Then it lunged forward. Blackweather grabbed the axe in both hands and roared. He leapt aside and brought it down hard on one of the thick tentacles. It severed and exploded in a quivering pile of green mush. The Sorrowbeast spun with a thick pincered limb and knocked Blackweather off his feet into a stack of wooden crates. They shattered beneath the Karkaren's bulk and pottery spilled out to shatter on the decking.  
 
    The Sorrowbeast smashed a two clawed limb down on Blackweather, but he blocked with the shaft of the axe and kicked it away. With a roar he got to his feet and pounced. The creature slammed its limbs down towards his skull again and again.  
 
    Deena was amazed at how fast the huge Karkaren could move. He was built like a bear but moved more like a lion. He swung the axe in a blur of movement. With each slash another part of the creature was severed and started dissolving on the floor.  
 
    She had never seen a living being fight with the ferocity and skill of Blackweather.  
 
    Deena grasped out for the sword once again. With a scream of pain she wrapped her fingers around the hilt and dragged it towards her. She drew it through the bars and then started to saw into the rope that held the door shut.  
 
    The Sorrowbeast slammed its armored shoulder into Blackweather's face. He staggered back with a snarl and spat blood. The axe fell to the floor. Another crude mutated hand tightened around his throat. Bits of the creature lay scattered all around it on the floor, dissolving with a hiss and a stench like rot.  
 
    Blackweather clawed and kicked but even his great strength could not shift the beast. With one hand he dug into the creature's face, keeping the snapping maw from him. With the other he scrabbled across the deck in search of the axe. He scored the boards with his claws but it was just out of reach. He growled as the Sorrowbeast's fangs edged closer.  
 
    Deena was on the creature's back.  
 
    She grabbed one of its thorny spines for support and plunged the sword as deep as she could between the armor plates. The beast howled and thrashed backwards. Deena lost her grip and flew back into a pile of carpets. She hit her head on a wooden support and her vision blurred.  
 
    When it cleared she saw Blackweather with axe in hand. He swung it at the beast's head and broken fangs flew across the hold. With a clawed foot he kicked it backwards and as it staggered he brought the axe down into the centre of its skull, cleaving it in two down to the sternum.  
 
    The Sorrowbeast's limbs twitched and thrashed for a few moments. Then it drew back taking the axe with it. Blackweather stood looking at the beast in bewilderment. No living thing could survive such a wound. Then the beast's entire form began to dissolve. Blackweather stood above the lumpy green puddle as the creature turned to slime before him. In a few moment's all that was left was an empty husk surrounded by lumps of flesh. The axe fell into the puddle and began to rot.  
 
    Deena stood up and staggered across to stand beside the captain. They both stood there wide eyed as the unnatural beast disintegrated.  
 
    Then Deena felt an instinctive urge within her. She held out her fingers and took a deep breath, and then breathed out her blessing.  
 
    The little mote of light drifted out and came to rest in her upturned hand. She blew it and it was cast off to land upon the remains of the Sorrowbeast. As soon as the light touched it, the remains burned so that nothing around them even had a chance to scorch. In a few seconds it has been vaporized to nothing but a black crust on the decking.  
 
    They both stood staring at the outline of the creature on the floor. Behind them, sailors armed with swords poured in, woken by the noise. Cyrus raised a hand to hold them back and they just stood muttering in superstitious awe behind him.  
 
    He spoke to Deena but did not look up from the blackened outline.  
 
    "That was the Sorrow?" 
 
    Deena nodded beside him. 
 
    "It was but one servant of it. I told you it was back." 
 
    Blackweather glanced at her and then down at the charred remains. 
 
    "That little light of yours, scorchling. This filth doesn't seem to like it at all." 
 
    Deena gave a little nod.  
 
    In truth she was amazed at the effect her blessing had on the putrid flesh.  
 
    "You weren't listening at dinner. Angall has chosen me to be part of an army that will stand against the Sorrow. His light purifies." 
 
    Blackweather stood up straight and rolled out his shoulder. He glanced back at his crew's worried faces. He gave a deep sight.  
 
    "Scorchling, I have a responsibility to my crew and to this ship. I don't want this kind of attention. Tomorrow we reach the southern coast. I want you sold to the Midnight Fair and out of my life as fast as possible." 
 
    Deena looked across at her cage. 
 
    "You can put me back in there and sell me tomorrow if you want. But there's nowhere in the world you can sail that will avoid what is coming." 
 
    Blackweather took his sorcerous dice from his pocket and looked down at them. He turned to his second in command.  
 
    "Mister Sandman. Get this filth cleaned up. And anything left of that relic below, throw it in the sea. I'll be in my cabin. Put her back where she belongs for now." 
 
    Blackweather strode past them with a grim expression.  
 
    "I need to consult the gods of fate and fortune on this matter. Things have taken an interesting turn. It's always refreshing when life still surprises you." 
 
    He left with a low snarl. Deena stood there shivering and looking at the blackened leftovers of the Sorrowbeast.  
 
    She was as far as ever from Ironghast monastery. But she trusted the light would get her there somehow.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    16 
 
      
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    Alfred dreamt he was back at home in Durn. His two brothers Connor and Rabb were standing either side of an anvil. Their skins caked in grease and lashing sweat. Both had become blacksmith's apprentices at age twelve. By around sixteen they had developed knotted forearms and the intense look of men who toiled. Alfred had been only a couple of years younger but he was so scrawny compared to his siblings. He had not the brawn to labor with hammer and bellows like his brothers,. Nor the technical patience of his father to puzzle the intricacies of locksmithing. Only the fourth brother Atticus had shown promise enough with springs and cogs to be their father's apprentice. 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    Alfred watched his brother Connor carry his tongs. Holding the glowing length of iron from the coals and rest it upon the anvil. Rabb stood ready with the hammer raised. When he got the nod from his brother he brought the hammer down in rhythmic beats of two. 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    Alfred marveled at his brother's skills as they forged the metal. He waved to them and they both stopped working and stared at him with puzzled looks. Rabb cocked his head at his little brother and wiped a smudge of grease from his cheek. 
 
    "Hello Alfred. Don't you usually dream of doing something heroic that ends up with grateful farm girls hoisting up their skirts?" 
 
    Alfred laughed as his dreaming mind realized something was a little off but could not place what. 
 
    "Those sound like good dreams Rabb. But my dreams have been troubled of late. I want to dream of peace, but all I see when I close my eyes is war. And horror." 
 
    Rabb looked across the anvil at Connor and smiled. Connor grinned back as a private joke was passed between them. 
 
    "We're making you something, little brother. Something you'll need soon." 
 
    Alfred looked at the white hot strip of metal and shook his head. 
 
    "I don't need anything like that. What I need is a skinful of good Vassonian wine, and a roast lamb dinner. Can you hammer those out for me, brother?" 
 
    Rabb winked at him. 
 
    "I'm afraid not. It was mother who was the cook. You used to love her rabbit stew, didn't you?" 
 
    Alfred choked down the emotion.  
 
    "I did. And it's my fault that none of us will taste it again. I'm sorry I was born different." 
 
    Connor raised his grimy broad face and smiled.  
 
    "We're not sorry. We know what you're going to be. Our little scrawny brother who always runs from fights." 
 
    Alfred shook his head.  
 
    "I don't know what I'm going to be." 
 
    Rabb winked at him.  
 
    "Yes you do. You're just afraid of it." 
 
    Alfred looked at the anvil again. It was the shape of a blade.  
 
    "I don't think I want what you're making." 
 
    Rabb shrugged as he hammered.  
 
    "But you don't know what it is." 
 
    THUMP! 
 
    His brothers worked the cooling metal. He was reluctant to wake up from this dream of dead siblings, however strange and unexpected it was. 
 
    "I have no need for it." 
 
    Connor put down his tongs and gripped the still glowing metal with his bare hands. His skin started to sizzle and redden and then his shirt sleeve caught fire. The flames spread up as far as his elbow, blistering the skin beneath his crisping shirt. He smiled up at his little brother. 
 
    "You will have need of it. And sooner than you think. The Sorrow knows about you now. And the others like you. They will send all their servants after you to stop you before you reach Ironghast. " 
 
    Alfred pointed at his brother's sleeve. 
 
    "Connor, your arm. It's on fire. Aren't you in pain?" 
 
    Connor looked down in bemusement. 
 
    "No little brother. I don't think so. The blade is incandescent, and I am noncandescent." 
 
    Alfred had never heard his brother talk with such words. He supposed that dreams made people more intelligent. 
 
    "I don't know how to use a sword. Can a blade even hurt the Servants of the Sorrow?" 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    "A blessed blade can. Empowered by the Light. And fire. The Sorrow has always hated fire."  
 
    Alfred looked at his two sturdy brothers. They were crisping by the moment.  
 
    "I miss you both." 
 
    Connor's shirt was ablaze now and the material had fused to his blistering skin. He placed a hand on Rabb's shoulder and he too ignited. Rabb looked up and fixed his little brother in the eye as his dirty hair went up ablaze. He looked at Alfred as if he had asked the most obvious question in the world. He smiled and shook his meaty, smoking head. 
 
    "You need to wake up Alfred. The dark is closing in on you. They are almost here." 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    Alfred stopped for a moment and regarded his brothers. He screwed up his face as he searched for something that slid from his grasp like an eel. 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    Then Alfred had it. 
 
    "Rabb?" 
 
    Rabb looked up. 
 
    "Yes Alfred?" 
 
    Alfred look at his brother's blistering hands as they leaned palms down on the anvil. 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    "When did you stop hammering?" 
 
    Rabb looked down at the hammer that sat untouched on the anvil. He furrowed his brow for a moment and then looked up at his brother, smiling. 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    Alfred wondered if the beating was his own panicking heart. But then he realized something that brought terror out in him. 
 
    "That's not in the dream is it?" 
 
    Both Alfred's brothers opened their mouths and screamed. A loud cry of pain and terror issued from their throats. This primal note stretched out longer than a human breath would allow. And then they both exploded in a glut of flaming blood. 
 
    THUMP! Thump! 
 
    Alfred sat bolt upright on his blanket and the screams carried over into the waking world. 
 
    Every fiber in his body was as tense as ship's cable and his brain flashed as it tried to process the situation. 
 
    A thick fog had rolled into the shelter, holding in it the fine particles of bone dust that covered the land. It was deep night without a moon but the fog glowed from within. Alfred rubbed his eyes and got up on his haunches, ready to face whatever horror had closed in on him. He was hunched next to the embers of last night's fire but all it emanated was cold. His breath stung the back of his throat and burned his eyes. A sickly taste of sulphur coated his tongue. 
 
    Out there in the fog the thumping continued. 
 
    A muffled cry drifted out of the glowing fog, followed by a shout to Angall. 
 
    The sweat chilled on his skin. He crouched there on all fours like a cat and strained his senses out into the fog. 
 
    The thumping resumed, muffled like the hammering was taking place under a thick duvet. 
 
    Alfred tried to speak but his voice caught in his throat. He focused on taking a breath and tried again. 
 
    "Mas...Master Phillip? Is anybody there?" 
 
    Alfred waited, blood thumping in his ears, but there was no reply. He grabbed a stick from the fire and stood, his knees shaking. He stood there like a new-born deer, holding the stick at arm's length. The fog closed in all around him as like a solid wall moving inwards to crush him. It pulsed with a sickly inner glow. 
 
    It sucked up all sounds now and the utter silence reigned. He was about to call out again when a figure burst from the fog into the clearing. It was a man in Blackcoat's clerical robes, the brass buttons shining bright. But the hair and face were so matted with blood that Alfred could not tell which of his companions it was! 
 
    It was only when the blue eyes found his face that he realized it was brother Ruven. The cleric stood there in a foolish half-crouch with his palms thrust out. As if he was not sure if Alfred was friend of foe. He was shaking his head and his eyes were wild with fear. He spoke and his voice was choked with blood. 
 
    "Alfred? Alfred...run..." 
 
    Alfred took a step forward to aid his stricken brother. He dropped the meagre stick and reached out his hands to support him. 
 
    "Ruven, what in God's name happened? What's going on?" 
 
    Ruven's eyes softened for a moment and a grin flickered on his face. 
 
    "Make your peace with God, boy; Angall is gathering us to him." 
 
    Alfred's gaze drifted up over Ruven's head to where a silhouette had appeared in the glowing fog. It was nine foot tall and thin as a rake. Something large and lumpy was held by its side. Alfred's jaw dropped and he pointed over Ruven's shoulder with shaking finger. 
 
    "Ruven..." 
 
    The cleric kept his eyes fixed on Alfred as his lips curled into an expression of infantile crying. Alfred was frozen to the spot as something hurtled down out of the fog and embedded itself in the top of Ruven's skull. The blue eyes rolled up as if to investigate this intrusion. Then a hand grabbed his shoulder and with several brutal tugs dislodged the pointed hammer from Ruven's brain. Ruven's lips moved and a series of nonsense words spilled from him. The hand held him by the robes as the cleric's legs went limp. Then a creature stepped out of the fog and stood peering at Alfred with ravenous eyes. 
 
    Alfred could not will his legs to move. He could not even catch a single breath. He did not understand why he was not running, or helping Ruven, or fighting the thing that stood before him. 
 
    It slouched like an ape on bent legs and its spine curved so that the head lurched forward. Yet still it loomed at least three feet above Alfred. It was so caked in filth that Alfred could not guess its true colour. But he could still see almost every bone it its body, the skin stretched tight over the protruding ribs. The long boned arms were rippling with taught sinews. And the hand that held the dying Ruven was long and ended in thick filthy fingernails. 
 
    The face was long and drawn, with tufts of wiry white hair shot out from its domed skull in diseased patches. The eyes that stared at Alfred from the emaciated skull were jaundiced and pale. Filled with a longing and sadness such as Alfred had never seen. They were the eyes of an addict. The stories of the Innkeeper at Grimstone echoed in his mind. 
 
    Wendigo. 
 
    The Starving Ones had not been seen battering at the gates of the frontier town for years. But the rumors remained that not all had gone back to the earth. Now here he stood, face to face with a child's nightmare that most sane people had ceased to believe existed. And he had no idea what to do. 
 
    The Wendigo loped forward, dragging Ruven like a child with a doll. The dying cleric was still mumbling, pale fluid leaking from his ears and a plate sized hole in his skull. The Wendigo looked down at him. Irritated by his twitching legs, it delivered two more hammer blows to Ruven's face, which caved in and put an end to his voice. Alfred's mind could not cope with seeing a man so deconstructed and the bile rose. 
 
    This view was the impetus Alfred needed and he began to back off into the alcove away from the creature. The Wendigo threw his head back and gave a strange seal-like bark up to the air. From somewhere in the fog his call was answered by three more rough voices. 
 
    Alfred looked around for an escape but there was no visibility. His only option was to run headlong into the mist. The creature advanced on him with the hunger of a wary predator. Strings of red matter hung from the point of his stone hammer. Three more of the creatures leapt out of the gloom and gathered around the body of Ruven. They moved on all fours and circled his corpse for a few seconds, sniffing. 
 
    Then as one they dug their long snouts into his flesh and began to feast. Alfred stood transfixed in horror at the insult to his brother cleric's remains. His limbs tugged this way and that by the creature's jaws until they came away. 
 
    As the stench of the creatures threatened to overwhelm him, Alfred's instinct took off. And whilst the beasts were distracted with their meal, he ran into the fog. 
 
    Alfred had no idea of direction or where he hoped to go. He just wanted to put the living nightmare of what he had just witnessed behind him. Thoughts raced through his mind. The vague notion of finding one of the horses and galloping through the night to freedom. Perhaps somehow finding his way back to Grimstone. 
 
    Alfred trod on something slick and his feet went out from under him. He landed on the hard earth, his hand thrown out to protect him. His head rang a little from the impact and he coughed as the wind was knocked from his lungs. When he opened his eyes, his hands were covered in something dark and glossy. He sprang back with a cry as he realized that he had fallen between the dismembered body of Artio. Alfred crab walked backwards in his desperation to get away from the sculpture of butchery before him. From his left came a weak cry. He peered out into the fog and could see a shadow slumped against the dark wall of the rock. His name was whispered and he recognized the voice. 
 
    "Master? Master Phillip?" 
 
    A vague hand was raised and Alfred wasted no time in crawling over towards the figure. In moments he could see Phillip of Tyne slumped backwards against a blackglass boulder, his breathing labored. His hands were clutched to his abdomen and dark blood seeped between his fingers. A notched sword lay on the rocks at his side.  
 
    Phillip looked up at Alfred and with weak hand gestured to the sword.  
 
    "From my young days as a soldier. I kept it, but I fear I am a little out of practice." 
 
    Alfred knelt beside him and pressed his hands on Phillip's to stem the flow. 
 
    "Master try not to move. They're still out there!" 
 
    Phillip placed one of his bloodied hands on Alfred's cheek, leaving a dark smear. He raised his head and in a weak voice he spoke. 
 
    "It is no accident Alfred. The Wendigo were beasts warped by the Sorrow in the early days. The Sorrow drives them and consumes their souls with hunger. It is you they seek. You must run from them. You must live. Get to Ironghast." 
 
    Alfred craned his head around and scanned the fog. He could hear crunching noises and bickering snarls amongst the Wendigo as they fought for the choicest parts of the party. He turned back to his Master. Phillip coughed and his body spasmed in pain. Alfred was shamed by his sudden urge to clamp his hand over his Master's mouth. 
 
    "Shhhhh! They'll hear us Master." 
 
    Phillip regained his composure. He whispered up to his acolyte. 
 
    "As moths are drawn to a flame, Alfred, all foul things of this earth with the Sorrow's taint in their blood will be drawn to our journey. It calls to them and most effects the savage and bloodthirsty. " 
 
    Alfred searched the fog. He heard the strangles barks of the Wendigo calling to each other. He knew it was not long until they found him.  
 
    "You have to get up. They are coming." 
 
    Alfred tried to drag Phillip to his feet but the old man was bulky and he grimaced when he was lifted.  
 
    "Leave me, Alfred. Go on alone and get to the monastery. The abbot there will help you." 
 
    Alfred knew he could not drag Phillip to safety. His fear told him the right thing to do was to abandon his master and try to find one of the horses. Gallop as fast as he could towards Grimstone and never look back.  He saw shadows move in the fog ahead. He heard the snuffling and low growls. The fear almost overwhelmed him and he felt his legs give. He fell to a crouch and had to steady himself on a boulder. Phillip groaned in pain beside him.  
 
    He saw the old notched sword on the ground in front of him.  
 
    "Master, you brought that all the way from Old Vassonia?" 
 
    Phillip grasped Alfred sleeve and squeezed with bloody hand.  
 
    "Aye lad. I have faith in Angall, but thought we may have need of steel. Don't fight them, son. You will lose. You have to run, Alfred." 
 
    Alfred looked at his master's wound. He could smell the stench. There was no way he would live. He would be fighting for a dying man. He knew he should run.  His hand reached out for the hilt. His voice was shaking as he spoke.  
 
    "What sort of knight would I be to leave a fallen brother?" 
 
    Alfred grasped the sword and stood up. He was unsteady on his feet and the blade felt heavy in his hand. He saw the shadows circling them in the fog. 
 
    Phillip's voice was weak behind him. 
 
    "Will you ever just do what you are told, Alfred?"  
 
    Alfred raised the sword in front of him, scanning the gloom.  
 
    "I'm sorry to disappoint again, Master Phillip." 
 
    Alfred glanced over his shoulder and saw that his blood was turning the rocks black. He was about to speak when he heard the growl. The first Wendigo burst out of the fog. It was caked in filth and gore. The stone hammer swung in a savage arc.  
 
    Alfred ducked in time. He lost his footing and tumbled to the ground. He felt the sharp rocks stab his knees and hands. The sword ended up a meter away. He cried out and lunged for it as the hammer crashed into the earth next to him. Splinters of black rock sprayed up, stinging Alfred's skin.  
 
    He clutched the old sword and rolled, avoiding another hammer blow. The Wendigo howled at him, flecking him with spit. Alfred looked up at its face and saw madness. He kicked out at the creature and swung the sword. It bit into the grey skin above the Wendigo's knee and it staggered back in anger.  
 
    Alfred scrambled to his feet and rushed to get between the beast and Phillip. He swung the sword in wild slashes. The Wendigo edged closer but stayed just out of range. It eyes the blade with hate. It opened its wide mouth and a host of black tentacles squirmed out. They writhed from the beast, tasting the air.  
 
    Alfred heard Phillip behind him. 
 
    "It's infected with the Sorrow, Alfred. It can sense your blessing, don't let it touch you!" 
 
    Alfred looked at the thing in front of him. He could feel an intelligence behind the Wendigo's eyes that was from elsewhere. Alfred was gasping for breath but found his voice.  
 
    "Go from here, filth. Run and tell your masters that it was a mistake to wake. That even a sleep of a thousand years was not enough. Go back to the dark. Or Angall's light will burn you to nothing." 
 
    The tentacles retracted back into the creature's mouth. It raised its crude hammer and swung at him again. Alfred parried and felt the shudder right up his arm. His right side went numb and he staggered back against the brecanstane.  
 
    The beast swung the hammer in a mighty downward arc. Alfred ducked and the stone hammerhead lodged in the black glass of the brecanstane, a spiderweb of cracks all around it. With a cry Alfred rammed the blade up under the Wendigo's chin. It pierced the flesh with a wet crunch and poked up out the top of its skull like a nascent horn.  
 
    The creature's eyes rolled up white. Alfred screamed at it and his throat glowed as his blessing was released. The Wendigo's fur caught fire and its head ignited in a whoosh. The creature fell backwards onto the rocks.  
 
    From inside its mouth the oily tendrils of the Sorrow squirmed and lashed about as they burned. A hideous screech issued from the creature's throat as the parasite perished within.  
 
    Breathing hard, Alfred drew the sword from the corpse. He watched in horror as the otherworldly creature burned. It crackled and smoked and was still.  
 
     Then he ran across to Phillip and knelt beside him.  
 
    "Master, I killed it. It had the Sorrow in it and I killed it." 
 
    Phillip's eyes were cloudy now, but he offered a weak smile.  
 
    "You see. The war is not without hope. We will purify it one monster at a time." 
 
    Alfred thought of his recurring battle with the mutated multitudes in his nightmares. His courage faltered.  
 
    "That was one, master. But they will be an army soon. An unstoppable army." 
 
    Phillip reached up and grasped Alfred's sleeve. 
 
    "One monster at a time." 
 
    Alfred watched as the grip loosened and the hand drifted to the rock.  
 
    Alfred heard the dry barking behind him. He spun to see more Wendigo lope into the clearing on all fours. They sniffed the air and could sense weakness. Alfred stood up from the body of his teacher and gripped the sword in sweaty hand. He felt himself shaking and his right arm was still numb.  
 
    He looked at the huge savages circling him. They stood up and loped closer with simian gait. They drew their stone hammers, dark with the blood of his friends.  Alfred felt his heart slow down. His hands stopped shaking.  
 
    He began to whisper a prayer under his breath. It was his favorite prayer to Angall, one he had learned by heart when he was seven years old. It was the folk-prayer most people used to clear their house of evil spirits. 
 
    "Great Angall, 
 
    Let your wisps and gleams 
 
    Reach the farthest cobweb corners 
 
    Of this house. 
 
    Send me the pure light 
 
    To purge the mischief 
 
    From attic and cellar 
 
    And your burning sprites 
 
    To cleanse the creeping dark. " 
 
    Alfred bowed his head and closed his eyes for a moment.  
 
    "Angall receive my humble soul." 
 
    The largest of the beasts weighed his hammer in his hand as he loped around Alfred, edging closer all the time. He gave out somewhere between a laugh and bark and raised his weapon to crush the acolyte's skull.  Alfred tightened his grip on the blunted sword. He was ready to die.  
 
    A light exploded in the fog around the creatures. 
 
    A searing pain flashed in Alfred's head and his eyes were shot with blotches of colour. The light was so bright he swore he could hear it, a metallic screech like fingernails down his heart. He threw his hands up and fell backwards on the rocks. For a moment he thought the hammer had found its mark and that this was his brain shutting down. But when he looked through his fingers the Wendigo had dropped its weapon and was staggering around. The other three were retching and drooling as they swung their weapons. 
 
    Alfred tried to stand but his brain rang and his balance was gone. He managed a few steps before stumbling to all fours. He rubbed his bleary eyes and blinked. What he saw before him he could not fathom. 
 
    There was a deep fiery glow in the murk and then an armored figure was riding out of the fog on a battle charger. It held a sword in one hand that was so long it almost scraped the ground at the horse's feet. The figure turned the charger in the centre of the clearing with perfect precision. It surveyed the scene. 
 
    There were too many strange things about the figure and its mount for Alfred's brain to take in. It seemed an entity new-forged and still cooling. 
 
    From every chink in the armor came the deep glow of the furnace. Steam hissed from the pauldrons and a haze surrounded its being that Alfred could feel burning his face. The face was obscured behind plate. But the eyes burned white hot. A crest of pure incandescence flickered from the crown of the helm like a flaming plume. 
 
    The horse was almost as ironclad as the figure. Its own flanks steamed and glowed with the same hot malice as its rider. The Wendigo it rode amongst were none shorter than eight feet tall. Yet both rider and horse made them seem vague and insubstantial. The monsters were also in awe of the newcomer. But their fear turned to aggression at the thought of anything interrupting their meal. They grabbed their big stone hammers and launched themselves at the figure. 
 
    A sound issued from the visor of the armored rider that made Alfred cover his ears and hunch down. It was akin to the grinding of some vast machinery. And for a moment it seemed to Alfred that there was no man inside this metal skin. He was witnessing the awakening of some automaton. Armor fueled only by sorcerous fire. 
 
    The first Wendigo was within striking distance when the knight's blade arced through the air. Trailing white hot motes of light. The sword cleaved the creature from skull to abdomen, and the split corpse fell on the rocks. Alfred stared in amazement to see the cloven creature cauterized and smoking on the ground. The other three Wendigo leapt back from the hissing blade, but one not fast enough. The sword first took its arm below the elbow, the hammer it held thudding to the ground. As it stared in shock, its head was removed. 
 
    The other two creatures now felt the urge to survive overcome their hunger for flesh. They dropped their hammers and attempted to run, but there was no mercy from the burning knight. 
 
    As the Wendigo ran towards the murky plains and escape, the horse was spurred after them. The first was skewered and dragged for several feet before being deposited on the rocks and trampled. The second was impaled though its screaming mouth, the teeth shattering and thrust out the back of its head. 
 
    The horse turned in a perfect circle. The armored rider surveyed the scene for further threats. Alfred tried to make become small and unnoticeable. The horse came to rest, steam funneling from its nostrils. It bowed its huge head and Alfred stared up at the knight. He raised his shaking hands. 
 
    He had never seen anything like this figure. It was like something that had rode out from the heavens. Alfred tried to address it.  
 
    "I...I am a cleric of the God Angall. Are...are you Angall? It's me...Alfred." 
 
     The knight cocked his armored head. Droplets of molten light fell from his plume and sizzled on the rocks at his charger's hooves. Alfred stood there shaking, searching for an escape route past the colossal beast. For a long moment the warrior sat still in his saddle as if daring Alfred to make a move. 
 
    Then quite without warning he raised a gauntlet, finger and thumb curled. As if about to reach down and pinch the cleric's cheek. Alfred stood dumbfounded for a moment, and then a heat rose behind his breastbone. It burned like cheap spirit and rose up into his throat. Alfred retched and threw his head back as a mote of burning light was plucked from his mouth. It floated over to rest between the finger and thumb of the knight. Alfred fell to his knees, looking up in shock as his secret blessing was dragged from inside him with a gesture. 
 
    The knight held the mote in front of him for a long moment, studying it. Then he released his grip and the marble of light dissipated. The figure cast its visor down at him once more. It unclasped a short sword and scabbard from the horse's flank and threw it on the ground before Alfred. Again Alfred heard the otherworldly screech from within the helm. And then the charger turned and galloped off into the mist. 
 
    Alfred sat on the ground trying to calm down. His ragged breath expelled in puffs of vapor and his whole body began to shake as the shock set in. He could feel his heart thumping in his ears and it reminded him of the Wendigo's hammers. 
 
    Alfred then noticed the dark gummy fluid on the back of his hand. He held it up and realized with a sickening lurch that a wendigo had raked its claw down his arm, opening a deep gash. Alfred had always hated the sight of blood, none more so than his own. His stomach heaved and in a convulsion brought up all the digested pottage from the night before. It splattered and steamed on the rocks and the stench rose up to meet him. He knelt there for a moment, as he tried to blot out the pain from his many bruises and scrapes. 
 
    Then Alfred became aware of some movement off to his left. For a horrifying moment he thought the beasts had returned. But when he turned his head it was an even stranger sight that greeted him. 
 
    There, in the black glass wall of the brecanstane where he sheltered, was an image of his brother priest Carleon. He was no longer ravaged and pulped by the wendigo's hammers and teeth. He stood there unblemished and smiling out at Alfred from within the black glass. Alfred stood on shaky legs and staggered over, wondering if he had lost his mind. The blood loss had brought him delirium. 
 
    "Carleon?" 
 
    His fellow pilgrim smiled at him through the glass. 
 
    Alfred stood staring at the phantom in the glass. Blood dripped from his fingertips to splash on the rocks, but if he was honest in that moment he couldn't feel a thing. He reached out his arm and placed it on the smooth surface of the brecanstane. His fingers streaked blood across its surface. He knew in that moment that he had lost his mind. 
 
    "Am I dead, Carleon? Is this some nether realm between worlds? Or have I just taken a blow to the head?" 
 
    Carleon looked behind him into the endless void of the stone. He turned back and smiled. There were countless shadows behind him in the gloom. He was far from alone. 
 
    Alfred tried to see past the dead priest and could make out shadows moving in the depths of the giant shard. 
 
    "Oh brother. What sort of land have I wandered into? Where wendigo stalk the fog and the dead are preserved in black mirrors. The world is stranger place than I ever imagined. And more terrifying." 
 
    The image of Carleon began to fade into the gloom of the towering brecanstane. He still offered his knowing smile. Alfred hoped his soul was at peace. 
 
    "I don't know what kind of holy man I am, Carleon. But I will bless this place. I will make it scared to the Light, and no foul thing may step across into it." 
 
    Carleon placed both his hands on the inside of the black glass. Tears ran down Alfred's face, through shock, fear and loss. He tried to steady his voice. 
 
    "Wish me luck, brother Blackcoat." 
 
    Carleon was no more than a shadow now shifting in the brecanstane.  
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    Alfred sat on a rock for quite some time afterwards. Staring out from the horseshoe shaped shelter of the brecanstane. The dust storm had dropped a little, and was now just a pale haze in the air. The road through the Bleaks was visible over to his right. Stretching out into the lonely landscape. Alfred took stock of his rations and estimated that he had enough food and water to get back to Grimstone. If he left that morning. From there he could secure passage back to more civilized lands where wild beasts did not roam. And ghosts were not trapped in mountains of murk.  
 
    Yet he felt obliged to his dead friends to continue onwards, and he cursed his conscience for this. 
 
    Alfred breakfasted on a few strips of dried venison. But his stomach balked as he tore the desiccated flesh with his teeth. All he could see were flashes of the ravenous wendigo tearing at his friends as they screamed. After a few bites the bile rose and could eat nothing more. 
 
    Alfred looked up to the pale rising sun, obscured behind the dusty haze, and spoke aloud to the wind. 
 
    "Lord Angall. You have chosen me as your servant in this mission, and I fear that you have chosen poorly. All of my brother Blackcoats that you have taken into your care last night were better, more pious, and more worthy men than me. I have always been the weakest, the slowest and the most cowardly of any group I have belonged to. Even my idiot brothers with their hammers and tongs were more adept at this sort of thing than I am. All I want is a real fire with a hot meal. Are you sure that this is what you want me to do?" 
 
    Alfred waited his usual minute, staring at the sky, before hearing his usual response of complete silence. The wind howled out in the bleaks and Alfred pulled his fur around him. He prodded the embers of the fire with a stick, as if afraid to ask his next question. 
 
    He looked up to the sky again. 
 
    "Lord Angall, that... thing ...that saved me. I have never seen a being of light take on so dark a purpose. It was a thing of murder. It frightened me more than the Wendigo themselves. Did you send it to save me?" 
 
    Alfred stoked the embers until he had enough to warm his little iron kettle. He brewed a hot cup of glow-wine, infused with cinnamon, honey and cloves. Such hot mulled wine had been drunk as a tonic by his order for centuries. Even in the coldest places it warmed the heart a little. 
 
    Alfred sat there on his rock, the wooden cup warming his hands and the bitter sweet steam clearing his nose. He didn't know if there would ever be a moment of comfort again. So he savored it for a long as he could until he had drained the last drop. 
 
    He gave a short blessing to the brecanstane, with a remembered piece of scripture that was supposed to turn an area into a shrine to Angall. Then he saddled his horse and rode out across the rocks towards the road. 
 
    He did not know how far Ironghast monastery was. But he would ride there on his lonely crusade to whatever end. He looked back once to the brecanstane, and wondered if anyone would ever conduct a pilgrimage to this place, years from now. To visit the site of the Martyrs of the Bleaks. 
 
    He doubted it, because he doubted that he would ever reach any living person to tell his tale. 
 
      
 
    From the cover of the rocks, Invar Ironbound had watched the boy for several minutes.  
 
    He had been watching hours earlier when the acolyte had breathed his mote of magic onto the campfire.  
 
    Even after all the strange things he had seen in the world, he never thought he would see this blessing in his lifetime.  
 
    Angall's Whisper.  
 
    When the Wendigo came, he had wanted to intervene. Smite the diseased creatures from the world. He could see that they were warped by the Sorrow as soon as they had loped near to camp.  
 
    On some instinctive level, the Sorrow knew the danger the boy presented to them. It reeled from him like poison from antidote. But Invar Ironbound had to know that this boy was made of the right stuff to face the father of all terrors in war.  
 
    So he watched and waited.  
 
    Would the boy run in fear and abandon his friends like so many others? He didn't look brave. He barely looked like he could carry a sword.  
 
    But then Invar remembered he had been no different on the day his master had dragged him into his first battle against the Manticores all those years ago.  
 
    He watched the boy protect his stricken master with blunted blade. He watched a scared young man show the first flicker of courage.  
 
    That was all he had needed to confirm.  
 
    He had drawn his sword and charged.  
 
    Now, hours later he observed the young man riding out into the Bleaks.  
 
    He was closer than he thought to Ironghast Monastery. No more than a day's ride.  
 
    Invar would continue to watch him from a distance, to make sure he rode in the right direction.  
 
    So Angall's Whisper had been ignited in the world once again, thought Invar. The librarian at Ironghast had told Invar that if this ever happens, it can only mean one thing.  
 
    After a thousand years dormant, the Sorrow is ready to awaken and wage war on the world.  
 
    Once this boy reaches Ironghast, thought Invar, that's when his real trials will begin. Angall have mercy on him. And on all of us.  
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