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  Content/Trigger Warnings

These stories include heavy violence, death, some bigotry, sexism, and cruelty. While these stories by no means intend to glorify these terrible things (quite the opposite), the content may still be upsetting to some readers. It is only polite to warn you in advance. 
Statement on AI

No generative artificial intelligence (AI) or large-language model (LLM) was used in the writing of this work, o any of the artwork included in this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for the purposes of training AI technologies to generate text or images, including (without limitation) any technologies which are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine LLMs.
Personal Note from the Author

As an author and artist, I personally detest the use of AI for any creative endeavours. Not only does AI steal from other artists, but the use of AI defeats the entire purpose of art. Art is about human expression, about emotions, empathy, life, philosophy and everything that an AI does not understand. AI simply regurgitates other people's ideas (usually badly), and I see absolutely no value in that.
It contributes nothing.
~ Steven Raaymakers
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Glossary


The six directions of the solar compass, used only in the lower hemisphere of Verpace. 
Alzahira - Also simplified to alza and the sunway, this is the direction of the sun at noon.
Sabah - The wakeway, or mid-morning.
Yaelu - The riseway, or early dawn.
Layla - The nightway
Ghrub - Twilight
Baed Ahrin - Also simplified to baed, this is the heatway, or late-afternoon.
-
Caracan - An ancient being, hunted almost to extinction well before the First Lichtvallen
Faeroot - A bitter root with healing properties, sometimes consumed as tea
Isyapi - A hallucinogenic root
Licht - A white, glowing, magical substance that floats above the ground
Lichtridden - Something changed by the licht
Lichtvallen - An event which usually kills all humans and absorbs all licht in a tract.
Mishtaan - Ancient three-headed creatures that dwell in the dark places of Verpace.
Pesium - A black metal that negates the power of licht
Shiitaan - Cousin of the mishtaan, practically extinct.
Sleert - Derogatory term for tractwalkers.
Tal - 1/300th of a talen
Talen - A bar of pure steel, carefully greased to prevent rust. Used as currency.
Tawil - The Archan term for the giant walls of grey stone that encircle each tract, over a hundred paces high
Tractwalker - Those travellers who have no real home, ever wandering the tracts, focussed entirely on their own purposes with disregard for the various societies they come across.
Verpii - Once sapient servants of the mishtaan, now regressed to a state of broken squalor.
Vishnar - The honorific adopted by the students of the Wandering College
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It is a blessing to have you in my life.








  
  [image: ]




  
  1
[image: ]
VALLEY OF COMPULSION


The real victim of the First Lichtvallen was knowledge. In a way, that loss led to everything else.
~ A History of Verpace, Volume 1, Malik vel Srivishnar
* * *


Esterra dragged the little girl with her, rushing from the hollows with mad howls flying after them. The child tripped on the loose shale, but Esterra hooked her left arm around the child and drew her tightly to her own chest, spinning to take the brunt of the fall. She slammed down hard onto her back, the girl’s weight smashing the air from her lungs. Together, they slid down over the sharp stones, a cloud of dust pluming up in their wake. Esterra’s pack took most of the damage. It was shredded into ragged strips before the slope eased off, Esterra’s meagre belongings scattered among the sliding shale. The pair ground to a dusty halt. The screams from the hollow rose in ghoulish frustration before dying away. The horrors would not pursue them into the tract. That worried her, but a distant danger was better than one on her heels.
Esterra rolled over, lowering the child to the shale. Blood soaked the chips of stone beneath her, and she cursed. The adrenaline died off, and the pain cut into her back with vengeance for the delay.
“Ster!” the little girl said, dropping to her knees beside her. “You’re bleeding.”
Esterra grunted, teeth grit together in pain. She hauled off the remains of her bag, swore under her breath, looked back up the slope to the hollow. All her things spread out, battered, broken, some buried stars knew where. Bottles, flasks, food, rope, a blanket, and her only other pair of trousers, lying torn and damaged across the damned shale. She lifted her tunic, and screamed a curse, the sound cutting through the air like a mishtaan’s claw. The red sun shone down on a cut in her lower back. The stone had missed anything vital, but blood flowed freely.
“Will they come after us?” the girl whispered, looking up at the hollow.
“No, girl,” Esterra replied, “They will not follow. Now, listen to me.” The girl turned her attention back to her, but her eyes flicked back up to the hollow every second. “Hey, listen. I need your help. Carefully go and fetch those trousers for me, see there? And the blanket, if you can reach it.”
“Promise they won’t come out?” The girl was trembling, and Esterra could see the shock threatening to set in. She bit her tongue, swallowed her annoyance, breathed, then spoke.
“Freya, you can do this for me, okay?” She looked into the girl’s bright blue eyes and caressed her cheek with a bloody hand. “You are braver than you know. It’s not far. I’m here, and I have my knife still.”
The girl nodded, and started up the slope. Esterra lay on her side and closed her eyes, sucking in breaths between gritted teeth. She held her hand against the wound, trying to staunch the flood. The sound of tiny feet slipping on the rocks overhead scraped through her mind. Stars, don’t let her fall, please. She couldn’t endure another death, not after all they’d come through. Not now.
The little girl had suffered terrible trauma, just before Esterra saved her. Violence had left its mark in her innocent eyes, though Esterra had spared her from the very worst of it. Even now she could feel the hot blood dripping from her fingers, the patter of it on the ground. Blood of the damned, she thought. They had travelled a significant distance since then, especially for a child of maybe only six years, perhaps fewer. Barely more than a baby. The girl’s silence had slowly dissolved as Esterra fed her and spoke in the softest words she could. It had been difficult for both of them, but now they were fast friends. She would fight to protect the girl, and that was more than she could say for most of her acquaintances.
She opened her eyes, looking down at the tract below. Low hills and rocky valleys spread out before her, stretches of grass growing in swathes here and there. In the centre of the tract, a pallid tower rose, quite some way in the distance. It climbed in steep layers, one upon the other. Each layer seemed to be placed randomly on the one below, a jagged construction which held no beauty or elegance, as if the architect who had devised the structure had rebelled at all that was good in the world in memory of some terrible personal misfortune suffered. Curved buttresses curled their way up in spirals around the monstrosity, supported by massive pillars. The thing was topped off with a single vicious spike, and the red sun glinted off the dead stone as if it was coated in the blood of a ritual sacrifice. Seeming part natural, part man-made, Esterra had the impression that the licht had warped the thing far beyond whatever original shape it had held, though she knew for a fact that the magic only twisted living things.
With a rush of sliding shale, and a light-footed landing, Freya was beside her once again, gripping both blanket and trousers in her hands.
“I did it, Ster!”
“Yes you did, dear. Thank you.” Esterra took the ragged bits of cloth as Freya watched on, proud of her hard work. She tore the cloth apart and packed it hard against the wound, then stopped to catch her breath, lest the pain overwhelm her. Freya gasped, and Esterra saw the Innocent smile shattered at the sight of the tower before them. I’ll protect you, she thought, clenching her jaw and stifling a cry as she deftly tied the dressing to her waist, tight. Tears slipped from the corners of her eyes, and Freya knelt beside her.
“You’ll be okay,” the girl said, repeating the words Esterra had whispered to her so many times over the weeks since they had met. “You’ll be okay.”
She tried to respond, but the pain took over, sending waves through her body, even the upper muscles of her lichtridden arm twitching. The sun danced in her vision, swirled, became a dozen swirling suns, and then they all sank into a sable sky and were swallowed.
When she woke, the golden hues of dusk were dying, the blues and purples of night spreading like spilled ink across a painting. Only a thin red slice of the sun remained visible above the hard black line of the tawil.
Her back was on fire, but that was to be expected. Freya was nowhere to be seen. Esterra looked around, and finally rose to her feet. The bleeding had stopped, but the blood-loss made her lightheaded, and she swayed as she stood. The ivory tower rose before her, a giant chipped tooth raised in sick defiance of all that was whole, a violent edifice looming over the world. She called out once, and only once. The echoes hurled her despair back into her face. There was a terrible silence about the place, as if the very air was sacred and ought not to be broken by a human tongue. Esterra swallowed dryly. There was only one place the girl would be, she just knew it, deep in her heart.
Stars bloody damn it.
Esterra gathered a few scraps of food that weren’t too dusty, and wolfed them down. Her back lanced with heat, the pain pounding in time with her heartbeats. She spotted her bundle of dried faeroot. Better soaked for tea, but she did not have time. She crunched the twigs and leaves between her teeth till they were a bitter paste, then swallowed it, chasing it with a slug of water. As she waited for the dulling effect to kick in, she considered her condition. She could fight, but too much strain and her wound would tear open and bleed again. Travel would be the difficult. Repetitive motion, pressure, blood. Not to mention the muscle cramping she could expect to plague her before the night was done. The rest of the faeroot might help with that, might not. Let me be strong enough to keep my promise. Let me live that long, and then stars take me.
She was not a woman of prayer, and even less one of faith. She didn’t know why she prayed now, and she didn’t think it was to the stars, or the night, or to any twisted deity whose believers she had met in her travels. She didn’t pray to the flame god of the Scathefire tribes. Nor did she recognise the God of Many Mouths from the Lambent Sands. Perhaps she prayed to some truth that was lost to this world, whose teachers had died long ago, maybe in the First Lichtvallen or even earlier, whose temples lay now in ruins infested with lichtridden creatures, hatred and snarls in place of prayers and hope. And maybe that entity heard her, and watched over her even now.
Just watch over Freya, and you’ll have at least one believer in Verpace.
The last sliver of the setting sun vanished with that thought. She refused to take that as an omen. Walking down the slope and into the stone gullies, she pondering on her purpose. Sometimes she envisaged herself as an unwitting messenger for whatever tract she had stumbled into, for the people she met, for all the world, a bloody reminder of what was once called justice. The deaths that weighed on her heart were many. So many. Lustful men, mad preachers, famished cannibals, slimy traders, panting mutants well beyond human form, and even a tractwalker like herself, just the one time. She had overcome each and every one, and not always through skill, but often with luck. Maybe as if she really was blessed. Perhaps that was why she travelled onward, further and further from the Valley, on what one might call a bitter hunt. But hunting for what? The initial longing for a safe haven was a thin veil of an excuse now. Her loneliness was one of her few comforts, her protection against the weakness of connection, or so she told herself on the long, cold nights in the wilds.
And yet she kept reaching out with a mangled, lichtridden hand for someone, anyone.
As the very last rays of the hidden sun bled from the clouds and true darkness descended, a sound like a horn bellowed out from the tower. Its deep tones flooded the tract, and strange glowing insects rose from the tawil above her in a wave of bright, pale wings beating soundlessly at the air. Esterra’s right arm twitched, lichtridden nerves hungering. Licht seeped from the ground and air around her, forming a stream which flowed toward the tower, hovering brightly a foot above the ground as the licht often did. She stepped aside, holding her breath while her heart slammed against her ribs in terror. It had been months since she had last seen the licht this close and so terribly pure. White magic, twisting and merging, flowing like a demented serpent through the air, without smell or sound or any other sensory impact. A wisp of it flicked by her boot and she fell back, crunching a scream between clenched teeth. The wisp turned away from her and resumed its journey. It moved like mist turned to liquid, drawn to the jagged tooth of the tower.
The streams climbed the spiralling buttresses, circling the tower in a wreath of light and magic. There was a muted rushing sound, like a great wind heard from within thick walls. The streams picked up speed. The faster they moved, the brighter they became, streams turning into rivers, rivers into torrents. They swirled together around the top of the broken tooth before disappearing into the very top. As the last of the licht ebbed and vanished, the horn stopped blowing. Esterra’s arm fell silent.
“If that ugly thing has absorbed all the licht, I must be safe out here,” she muttered. “Problem is, stars know what other madness lurks inside this tract.” She drank deeply from her gourd, hooked it back into her belt, considered her options, sighed heavily. Only one thing to do. The muscles of her wounded back seemed to writhe like snakes as she walked forward into the deepening night, every shift renewing the pain. It seemed the faeroot had helped only a little. Still, she had suffered worse.
Her eyes adjusted to the night quite well. The valleys and gullies between the hills formed some semblance of a path, and she reached the edge of the tower’s clearing in good time.
The tower was surrounded by lush growth, but clearly the licht held reign here. Serpentine trees clawed at the tussocked grass, turning up the earth in naked rents. The grass itself was like a weed, the blades choking each other, wrapped around roots and bracken and itself in a verdant montage of frenzied lust or fury, as if it needed to climb and choke and conquer everything and anything that stood in its way. Looking closer at the bushes, she saw the dying branches were covered in thorns and white buds. Licht glowed from the flowers, but only a very little, drained in the weird event to which she had borne witness. They must positively bloom during the day, she thought. Tract of the Pale Flowers, then. That will be your name. It captured the tension with which the tract brimmed.
The tower stabbed up at the sky in wordless blasphemy, the moon framing it in a shimmering halo. Hungry wind whistled as it rushed between the buttresses and pillars. There was no door at the base, nor windows of any kind. No lichen or moss climbed the pale walls, as if all life shunned the alien bone-white monstrosity that rose here. Esterra walked around the structure, slipping between gnarled trees, boots sifting through the mad grass. Shards of ivory-coloured stone, splintered from the tower in previous years, lay shining in the moonlight like frozen chunks of licht waiting to thaw and go on their corrupting way. The grass had grown away from these as well, leaving thin patches of fruitless soil wherever the stone lay. The vast buttresses went all the way to the ground, steady slopes that rose in wide curves around the tower. Esterra traced them upwards, and thought she saw an opening in the wall at the top, where the buttress met the tower. And when she looked back down at the ground, she spotted a tiny footprint, barely visible in the overgrown dirt.
She made her way up the buttress. The bone-pale stones were clean cut, but they had shifted here and there, making the surface unpredictable, the climb hazardous. Rain or wind had worn them smooth in seemingly random patches. Her feet were sure, though. She had clambered along crevices, run by the edges of cliffs, jumped through hazards and slipped past the claws and blades of a hundred different enemies. Few creatures were as sure-footed as the tractwalker. Her back, however, protested at each new pressure as she maintained her balance, her muscles matching each uneven surface. It was a worry. She did not think the licht was any more dangerous for open wounds than for normal skin, but she knew it followed no real logic from this world. “Presume the worst, prepare for even worse,” a fellow traveller had once said. A weird water creature with too many tentacles had lopped his head off mere seconds later, which punctuated the poor man’s adage quite aptly, in Esterra’s opinion. Whatever the case, she stopped to rest halfway through her climb and tightened the bandage.
Spikes as tall as herself rose every few paces from the centre of the buttress. She had to grip these more tightly the higher she went, the wind snatching at her in fitful gusts. It was difficult to breathe as it pummelled her face, like the very air itself wanted to choke her. She continued upwards with careful steps and cold determination. There was definitely a door at the top of the buttress, and it was open. A faint light shone from within, and she increased her pace. Her muscles protested vigorously, but she lifted her chin and climbed harder. She’d deal with whatever madness lay within, rescue the girl, and after that she could tend to her wounds more properly, and get out of this horrible place.
Esterra was well out of breath when she finally reached the door. She rested there, leaning on the frame, taking advantage of the shelter to breathe more freely. The door itself was ornate, with ancient carvings set in a pointed arch. There were eldritch figures of flowers and masonry set against the moon, the images still clear despite the weathering. The imagery was interwoven with a strange screed. The markings were unintelligible to her. They did not resemble the old Archan runes at all, and she did not think there were any hints of the more ancient tongues in the curves and stripes. She had half-expected a montage of images representing sacrifice, clearly laid out in sequential order for the random visitor from a later era to decipher and suddenly understand the danger right before it struck. But that belonged in the ridiculous tales told by travellers. Tractwalkers knew that old traps rarely offered any warnings, and the licht even fewer. None of the runes or symbols here made any sense. Only the buildings, the moon, and the flowers were clear, and they provided nothing to her. She shrugged and entered the tower.
At the moment she crossed the threshold, her right shoulder spasmed hard. It took a moment of pure focus to force it into submission. The tower was full of licht, more than she had ever encountered before. Yet it did not reign free. It was trapped within the walls, and was somehow unable to seep through like it normally could through the simple matter of this world. The tower did not contain pesium, the black metal she had seen in the tract of licht-worshipping cannibals long ago. Perhaps it was buried within the pale stone, but she did not think so. The licht was here, and it wanted to be here, but it was focussed on something other than her. Esterra kept her breath shallow, nevertheless. Wrapping her scarf over her face, she took another tentative step into the tower. Nothing. Stairs veered upwards beside her, curving up into the gloom. Directly before her a room lay open, and she peeked in.
The circular vaulted chamber was quite large. Two other doorways opened off the sides, likely leading to the other doors above their respective buttresses. The room seemed to have been used for storage of some kind. Mouldering, broken crates and empty bags lay arranged about the sides. A round, squat table covered with dust, golden candelabra and pewter dishes filled the middle of the room. A set of steel armour lay scattered across the polished slate, mostly eaten away with the corrosion of rust, abandoned by some poor soul long dead, forged for a cause long lost. It was of no value, even if someone could drag it out of here. There was a pile of grey clothes and shoes in one corner. Esterra walked over, hoping to find a new, or newish, tunic to replace her torn one.
Her heart dropped. As she lifted each dress, belt, and tunic, it sank deeper and deeper. Every single one was for a child. Some of the clothing was very old and moth eaten, but there were a few more recent ones, some fabrics quite costly, others the common flaxen weaves of the various wandering vagabonds of Verpace. And then she found Freya’s sandals. She swallowed, tried not to think about the implications, even as they forced their way into her mind. She shook her head, looked around for something to put the sandals in. She slid the rags of her pack off her shoulders. It was beyond repair, so she tossed it aside. She made a makeshift pack from one of the old sacks and some decent bits of rope. Working with determination, she refused to lose focus on the task at hand. Stars knew what would happen when she had a moment to think on it. Doesn’t matter. She took a few pieces of wood for a fire in the future. Do not imagine the worst. Nothing is certain. Seeing nothing else of value, she slipped Freya’s sandals into the bag and rose.
She tightened her wrapping again. No blood had seeped through, but the wound still ached terribly. She muttered a curse and hooked her new pack over her shoulders, using her left hand to guide her right arm through, each movement sending a thin spike of agony across her back. Her arm throbbed in answer, excited, the licht calling to it. “Don’t you worry,” she growled. “Whatever is up there may yet get a taste of you.” Her hand slipped to her knife. “And you.”
Finally ready, Esterra climbed the narrow staircase inside the tower’s wall, the pallid glow of licht which suffused the air lighting her way. She kept her breathing light in a vain attempt to avoid inhaling any trace of the magic. Surely the child was somewhere in here. She almost seemed to sense her in the floors above. Anger and hope coursed through her muscles. She came to the second floor, and glanced in the room. More suits of heavily rusted armour and useless weapons, once a wealth of steel now left to crumble into red dust. A guard room, it seemed. There was no evidence of life. No Freya. Esterra moved on.
The next floor had been ransacked, with bare beds lying askew like discarded skeletons. A fire had burned here once, old slats from beneath the mattresses lying half-charred in the ash. An old beaten iron pot lay in a pile of long-rotted food, almost turned entirely to dust. Again, no life.
The third floor was a kitchen, but all utensils and crockery were either shattered or rusted long ago. The cupboards hung ajar, creaking in the wind which flowed up from the doors below. Tables lay overturned, and persons long dead and gone had stacked firewood in a massive pile near a cold stove. Soot and dust covered everything, including the slate floor. Little footprints tracked their way across the soot, some new, some old. One pair was bare.
Her bandage slipped from the wound. Climbing stairs was not very helpful, particularly when the person bandaging the wound only had one hand, the wound was on the lower back, and the person was stressed and exhausted. Stars fucking damn it. Resting on the stairs, Esterra unwound the cloth and readjusted the wad of rags, now sticky with half-clotted blood. The wound was a grimy maroon mess, something she could feel more than see, no matter how she turned and twisted her neck. She splashed some water from her flask on it, then retied the whole mess tighter than before. She drank the rest of the gourd till it was dry. They would find water in the next tract, she was sure. Her and the little girl.
Whispers drifted from above, and she pricked her ears up. Music. Singing. She continued to climb. The next rooms were living quarters, another armoury, a bathroom. And the music became ever clearer the further she climbed. Children singing. Their voices were pitched high, the melody an eerie, haunted sound. As she passed a library, a dining room, and another bathroom, the eeriness of the song grew. The words were inhuman, with sounds she had never heard in any other tongue. Some were like the twisted version of their natural counterpart, vowels warped beyond reality into something otherworldly, some consonants bitterly hard while others were softened into a blur. The melodies were like nothing she had heard in any tract, weirdly right, like all the human songs in her life paled by comparison. Horror twisted in her gut as the perfect harmony shifted key, and she felt bile rise in her throat. Her arm began to throb, and tears filled her vision as she found herself mouthing the words.
Then singing along.
Alien words to an unimaginable tune wrenched themselves from her, violating her very will in their creation. Revulsion flooded her heart, and she wept as she sang. Her tongue formed itself around the strange sounds as if she had always known them. A song of summoning. Calling, yearning, begging. A song for the licht, a plea to the light of magic. She sang on and on, her tongue and throat with a will all their own. Stars help me. Her voice echoed up the stairwell and her right arm began to glow, the ever-dry veins now flooding with licht.
She bit down hard on her tongue, the bitter taste of bloody iron jolting her out of it. Spitting the blood to the side, she shook her head. Her right arm dropped, limp. “Don’t you dare use me! I am Esterra. I’ll chop you off, you useless corrupt thing, before I let you rule over me. You serve me.”
The licht faded from her arm, ebbing away ever so slowly. She sighed. The words had come from some part of her that knew them, as if drawn from a secret legacy she bore within herself. She was left only with a memory of the knowledge which had briefly flooded her mind. The song had illuminated an expanse beyond the riddled corpse of Verpace, but the image was now gone. And like the last wisps of a dream, they faded and slipped between her mental fingers, irrevocably lost.
Esterra trembled, and hugged herself with her good arm. This wasn’t the first time she had faced deeper truths. A great malice in an ancient library, a mythological mishtaan in a bone-strewn nest. She shivered and forced the fear out of her soul, steeled herself against it. These things were not to be considered now, not in this place, not at this moment. Later, when they were free. When they could recover from this ordeal. Her and the child.
Still the singing echoed down from above.
Esterra climbed another floor. An improvised bedroom, with the blankets and pillows piled haphazardly all over. Children’s clothes lay scattered everywhere. Not a single child to be seen, though. She climbed the next staircase with caution, focussed on keeping her arm submissive. Onwards she climbed, floor after floor slipping by. She did not even bother looking in now. The music was coming from above, so upwards she went.
The singing burst out in a new verse. Esterra climbed the final curving staircase, and peeked over the edge. Freya knelt among a group of eight other children. They were dressed in white tunics in a style which she had never seen before. Each sat with their calves and feet folded beneath them. They were on the very top floor of the tower, with giant openings looking out over the tract between ornate pillars, and the wind howled all around them, yet the air inside the tower was perfectly still. The children swayed in unison, the clear syllables and inhuman sounds melodious and terrible. There was a huge nine-pointed star carved beneath them, and they all faced a broken statue. The marble had cracked at the torso, the crumbled remains lying all about. Esterra’s arm twitched. A weird sense of longing nostalgia gripped her. She looked down at the broken remnants of the statue, and saw part of what had once been the thing’s head.
It most resembled a warped sheep’s skull for the bottom half. A slanted, flat plate of bone rose from the top of its mouth and far past the back of its head, at a diagonal. The round shape was uncanny in a creature, as if someone had sliced the head in half and placed a cracked wooden platter on the sharp angle thus created. An ugly crack ran down the centre of the disc, reaching all the way to the back of the skull, although when Esterra looked more closely she realised that the disc was also part of the skull, not separate pieces but one. She had seen similar warping on licht-corrupted creatures, but never taken to this extreme and to such depth. This stone had been carved by unknown hands to reflect the most bestial and otherworldly of creatures. The teeth rose in sharp relief, forming half of the face, all the way to the back of the jaws. The lower jaw was attached by extended tendons and muscle, and looked ready to drop open wide. There were no eyes, only two pits filled to the brim with darkest night, hooded by the lower edge of the flat disk.
Esterra took all of this in slowly, the incessant chant filling her ears. She bit her tongue again as she found her lips forming the words. I know this creature. I know this song. Stars above, have I gone mad? Terror trickled an icy trail down her spine. She spat blood, and hit her right bicep with her fist. It stopped spasming, but the aching need remained, throbbing through her arm and chest with each new verse of the unknowable and endlessly perfect chant. Nausea threatened to take her. She focused on Freya, and stepped toward her.
One by one, the children rose, the words pouring from their lips incessantly. Still they stared at the broken statue as they sang. Esterra did not hesitate, simply pushed between them. When she reached Freya, she took her chin and turned her face in an attempt to catch her attention. The child was singing too, eyes wide and vacant. She picked her up. Her back hated her for it, but she did not care. She held her tight in her left arm. Instantly the child began to struggle, and yet still she sang. Damn it, girl, let me help you. Esterra moved back in the direction of the staircase.
The singing stopped.
She turned to look, and saw the children walking after her with clear intent in their eyes. She had taken one of theirs, and whatever demon held sway over them wanted her back.
Esterra sprinted down the stairs. Freya struggled in her arm, but Esterra refused to let her go, hurtling dangerously fast down. The child sunk her teeth into Esterra’s forearm. The tractwalker only held her more tightly. This isn’t you, Freya. I know this isn’t you. The pain in her arm united with that in her back, a unison of agony, but she held her moan in. The patter of feet sounded on the stairs behind her. Freya finally let go of her arm, but started hitting with her fists, right in Esterra’s ribs. Stars, you have learned too well from myself, Esterra thought, shifting her grip on the girl as best she could to constrain her tiny little hands, rasping in breaths between the punches.
They were barely halfway down the tower when the pain and exhaustion hit her, hard. She could feel fresh blood slipping down her back. The wound had opened. No time. She dropped the girl in one of the old storerooms there. As soon as she touched the ground, Freya tried to run back up the stairs. Esterra hooked a leg around her torso, whipped a length of rope from her bag, and tied Freya’s hands before her. She then shoved a rag in her mouth to stop the singing and biting. Self-disgust filled Esterra, but she knew it had to be done. This’ll help us both till we leave this damned tract, little one. Freya’s eyes were wild, unseeing, feral as the mad dogs that roamed the Lambent Sands. Esterra prayed the licht hadn’t touched the child.
The pattering of tiny feet came from the staircase.
She hauled Freya over her left shoulder. Agony on her back, but the adrenaline was kicking in. She would pay for it later, but for now it was a blessing. She ran for the next stairway as the children spilled into the room, a flood of mindless fury. A chunk of stone struck her limp arm, and she almost laughed.
“I can’t feel anything there, you little shits!” she screamed. Only the slap of small feet on slate and exerted breathing came for answer. She dived down the stairs, skipping every second one. Another stone flicked past her head. She swallowed and leapt into the next room, then down
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THE WAY OF THE SUN
This method of navigation is used solely in the
lower hemisphere of Verpace to determine direction based on the
position of the sun and the time of day.

Alzahira - Also simplified to alza and the sunway, this is the direction of the

sun at noon.
Sabah - Wakeway, or mid-morning.
Yaelu- Riseway, or early dawn.

Layla-  Nightway
Ghrub - Twilight
Baed Ahrin - Also simplified to baed, this is the heatway, or late-afternoon.







