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ONE







The spike rammed through the demon's chest-plate with a wet crack, its black ichor splattering across her boots, some reaching high enough to eat into the nano-mail covering her legs. Still more of it ate at the rich, black silk of her thigh-length battleskirt and the longer drop of her tabard. It seemed to devour the warriors' creed embroidered in silver thread down the tabard's length, with particular relish. 


More of the acidic, black blood sizzled against the thin sheen of her personal shield, the magic weaker now than at the start of the battle, retreating from her arms and legs to concentrate around her torso and head. It would breach the shield soon, but the intricately carved plates of armour covering her chest and shoulders would keep the demon blood at bay. At least until the sun rose, after that... the bright yellow rays of dawn would finish the fight.


At her feet, the demon wrapped two of its three sets of hands around her weapon's haft, mandibles splayed wide over the sharp points of its lipless mouth. It stared at her with defiance in its venomous green eyes. The muscles under its thick, yellow-black armour bulged as it tried to push the glaive out of its chest, even as it raked her armour-clad legs with its other two hands, the thick tips of its claws adding a horrid screech to the cacophony of the battlefield.


She snarled back, teeth bared, matching its green stare with the obsidian fury of hers, and tightened her grip on the weapon. Under her hands, Ahriman pulsed, the once-golden metal long since tarnished by the shadows rising from her soul, the runes carved into the metal writhing with the dark. Just like the blade on the other end, a dark crescent blazing over the battlefield.


Az pushed the glaive's spiked end deeper into the demon's chest and twisted. She relished the thick, soggy crunch as the glaive broke through the creature's softer, inner shell before it ripped through its innards and punctured its spine.


The demon gurgled once – all six of its hands still uselessly trying to prevent the inevitable – and died.


A yank. Bits of carapace flew through the air, more blood staining her legs, trying to sink through the nano-mail behind her knees, the smooth shine of armour-reinforced boots. Az was already spinning, Ahriman twisting in her hands, an extension not just of her arms and feet but her will, her soul, the essence of her being, the blazing crescent blade as hungry for blood as she.


A head flew. A horn. Hand. An arm. Ichor sprayed in black arcs across the predawn, outlined starker and deeper under the glaring lights of the football field. The carefully tended green lawn turned to mud, shredded by talons and scorched by fireballs. The three-metre-high goals at either end had been little more than toothpicks before the eel-headed Valous demons, the posts shattering as the bus-sized flyers were brought down one-by-one by her sister's magic. 


A Mammoth demon lay face down in the mud, its trunk-like limbs flung to the winds. One chest-sized hand was still wrapped around a huge energy blaster, the demon's back a smoking ruin of bone and gore, blown to bits when the generator strapped there exploded. And of the seats...


The once pristine bleachers were broken and bloody, demon blood eating through plastic as readily as metal, monstrous corpses strewn over the white seats like forgotten sweaters.


A final slash, a blood-curdling scream fit to shred her ears.


Az spun, Ahriman a whirl of pain and metal in her hands, the shadows embedded in its haft still ravenous for more. But there were no more demons. The ruined football field was desolate, littered with corpses and the final pained moans of the not-yet-dead. Only the last fleeting shapes of the Horde remained; stragglers melting into darkness, fleeing under the bleachers and the scraggy dusk of the old industrial park beyond, desperate to outrun the coming dawn.


She roared, thwarted anger and bloodlust pouring from her throat, the shadows in her soul spilling out her mouth in a promise of retribution. There would be no escape, no place the horned and taloned host could hide. 


Tellamoth wouldn't escape her again.


Az gathered herself, the cold power rising through her bones, dark magic coalescing in her hands—


The soft shimmer of bells was all the warning she had.


As quickly as it came, the dark, cold magic retreated within, raising goosebumps over her skin. Az turned as moonbeams coalesced, shoving Ahriman between her and the light as if its thin shadow could protect her from the pale rays barely visible beneath the flickering floodlights.


Della stepped out of moonlight. Tall and proud, her dark mahogany hair a corkscrew cloud about her head. She shone with power. From the delicate tattoos bisecting her eyes and flowing over her cheeks, to the gem-like stone held in the tarnished silver swirl atop her staff, she glowed with the intense azure of rampant magic. The power of the High Priestess shimmered from her pores.


For a moment, before the moonbeams faded, the darkness in Az's soul screeched. Pain wracked her being, a thousand tiny slivers digging into the fabric of her self, piercing the shadows until all that was left... all that was left was—


'Byrne.' Della grabbed Az's arm, but it was the name of the girl lurking deep in the shadows of Az's mind, that stabbed. 'The battle's over, you have to come.'


The bright-blue magic faded, light retreating from Della's face and neck like water flowing downhill, disappearing under her fitted chest-plate to the back of her hand, flooding into her staff. The High Priestess's armour was more filigree than plate, as unlikely to stop a pulse ray as her long, ground-length tabard and spilt skirts were to not get underfoot.


Az ripped herself away, spinning from the High Priestess. Even with Ahriman between them, Della's magic still burned. Magic may no longer have coursed through the azure lines inked onto every inch of Della's body, but it lingered. A painful glow that assaulted Az's eyes, reaching through the thin, black membrane to haul the little girl – Byrne, her other self – from the darkness within.


She wouldn't let the girl rise. Couldn't let the girl rise. She had to find Tellamoth, had to end this now.


The High Priestess grabbed her arm again. Long, golden-brown fingers – each one banded with two tarnished silver rings – wrapped around her bicep. Magic still played around Della's hand, eating through Az's skin to the shadows swirling in her soul. 


Az pulled the shadows tighter within, sensed the girl – Byrne – scream as the cold-dark left claw marks in her psyche, but she couldn't let the Priestess see. Not yet. Not when she had just awakened; before she had the strength to confront the blaze of the Priestess's power.


'Sword,' the High Priestess said, using her other name this time, the title that called not to the girl but the fury and bloodlust of the self she was now. Or the small part of herself, the tiny sliver she had pushed through the barrier the girl kept between them. 


The strength of the barrier had surprised her, the determination of such a young, ignorant soul. Of course, the soul was still hers, still Az's, one of the scattered fragments left after the Wheel ripped the Az of before into tiny little pieces – the shining example of heroism and righteousness flung across the Universe. 


'Enough,' the Priestess continued. Her voice echoed with power, resounding through the air with the force of a mighty gong. 'The Horde is broken and Nova needs you, you have to come.'


'No.' The denial broke from Az's lips, and the sound of her own voice almost shocked her back into the dark, almost allowed the girl to rise. It was deep and guttural and hoarse, tasted like blood on the back of her tongue, ached like the first microns of acidic blood eating through the nano-mail at her knee. 


It shocked Della too. Else why would the High Priestess loosen her grip, the power under her skin dulling for just a second.


A second was all it took, all that was needed for Az to launch herself into the fading dredges of night, Ahriman held tight at her side, the industrial park's high wire fence and cracked concrete—


Azure light blazed and Az screamed. 


Agony engulfed her, took the air from her lungs, the iron from her knees. Inside, the darkness turned to acid, was a hundred glass-taloned Caroen demons ripping into her soul, and outside... Outside the light forced her down, down, down, past her knees until her face was in the wet dirt, until the musty smell of it was in her nose and still it pushed, sank her deeper. Into the darkness itself, into the bone-chilling cold where there was no sight, no sound, nothing at all. Except the girl.


The girl. The tiny fragment of herself with its desperate, naive desire to live, rose as Az descended. For a heartbeat, as the acid and claws hacked at the threads of her sanity, the Priestess's brilliant blue light weighing her down, they passed each other. So alike, the same rounded face, the large brown-black eyes, the long nose and pale, yellow-gold skin. The same determination too, turning the soft bow-shaped lips hard and dimpling the point of her chin.


The girl— 


Byrne pushed past Az, imagining her boots in the other's face as she caught the azure light in her hands and thrust upwards. A sharp snap. A jerk in her middle, and she was Byrne again, her other self – Az – trapped under the thin membrane that divided them.


It was Byrne who pushed herself off the torn ground, who lifted herself out of the mud. The wet, ichor-stained earth plastered to her chest even as it stuck to her cheek. It was Byrne who wrapped both hands around Ahriman's haft, her touch that banished the shadows clinging to its runes, and levered herself to her feet, shaking and cold but free.


'Byrne?' With a long, elegant finger under her chin, Della lifted Byrne's gaze. Power once again blazed in the lines over Della's cheeks and from the gem-like circle in the middle of her forehead, and there was lightning in her big dark eyes.


Byrne spared one hand from Ahriman to clasp Della's.


'Byrne,' her best friend said again, the dark wings of her brows rising with hope. 'Is that you?'


Byrne nodded. 'Yes,' she said, her voice strange to her ears with its hoarse croak. She cleared her throat, the muscles sore and the flesh raw from Az's harsh battlecries. The copper tang of blood mixed with the mud on her tongue as she straightened her shoulders, swallowed, and tried again. 'It's me. Take me to Nova.'


Pain crossed Della's face, weighing at the corners of her full red lips, while sorrow dulled the crack of lightning in her eyes. 'It's bad,' she said, even as she clasped Byrne's hand tighter and moonbeams gathered around them.


'I know,' was all Byrne said as the world disappeared.
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TWO







It was worse than bad. It was its own blood-soaked hell.


Double lockers lined either side of the girls' narrow locker room. The small metal boxes had once been stacked in neat rows, one atop the other, and while the paint on their navy-blue fronts had been chipped and scratched from decades of hard use, and the dark wooden benches down the centre were old and worn, they'd been neat. Sturdy. Efficient. 


Now, the locker were doors crumpled and scored, entire sections pulled from the walls – bits of concrete still attached to the heavy, metal bolts that had secured them to the off-white concrete. Of the banks that remained upright, most bore scorch marks, the heat of whatever magic had been unleashed causing the navy paint to bubble. A few were torn, the metal ripped, edges melted like butter.


Benches were little more than kindling; the old, glossy wood crunched under Byrne's boots, splinters skidding from under her heels. Most had shattered under impact – a fist, a sword, a body – but some smouldered, the wooden planks scorched black either by lightning or fire, she couldn't tell which. It filled the air with the bitter taste of ash, mixing with the damp, musty scent of old sweat and water.


The floor had fared little better. The small grey tiles smashed, the grout between them – in so many varying shades of brown and black, no one had ever really been able to tell what colour it had started out as – pulverised. The blackboard beside the archway leading to the showers still stood though, the flyers covering its surface only slightly charred.


For all the violence done to metal and concrete, it was the blood that chilled Byrne's spine. The thick red trail started at the end of the room, just a few short strides from the arch that lead to the showers. It shouldn't have been as visible as it was, mixed in amongst the detritus, should have been just another wet shadow in the valley of destruction, and yet... And yet it screamed at her, riveted her gaze and made her feet leaden, made her heart beat hard and heavy in her chest.


Della was already there, standing in the arch, pain and sorrow still creasing her brow and tugging at her lips. The other girl didn't say anything, but the weight in her gaze, the way she waited – patient yet expecting – drew Byrne forward, one heavy step at a time.


Beyond the archway, it was... normal. No shattered tiles, no stench of ash or burned metal. Six shower cubicles stood straight and unmolested, thin plastic curtains pulled neatly to the side, the beige privacy screens separating them unmarked by violence. Only the blood gave lie to normalcy; that, and Fion waiting like a silent mourner at the other end of the aisle.


Fion, the Executioner, stood at the end farthest from the door, arms crossed over her chest, the long blonde tail of her intricately braided mohawk blackened by the same blood crusting Byrne's legs. The other girl looked up in a slow, jerky motion, like the effort to tear her gaze from whatever lay in the last cubicle hurt. Perhaps it did. Tears had made tracks down her face, long black lines of mascara running through the grime, and she had her thumb between her teeth, ripping into the nail until it bled.


Walking down that aisle was like walking towards a grave.


But was it Nova's funeral she attended, or her own?


The thought skittered through Byrne's mind as the hard soles of her boots echoed in the small, musty-smelling space, and deep in her being, under the thin membrane that kept her other self down, Az snarled defiance.


Not this time, Az said.


Byrne ignored her.


Fion stepped back, pressing into the tiled wall, almost sucking in her gut to let Byrne pass. There was fear in the movement, a tiny thrilling spike that sped Byrne's pulse even as it sank into her heart.


As she passed, Byrne was aware of Fion reaching out, of Della wrapping the other girl in her arms, but most of her attention was on the bloody tangle of limbs slumped under the shower.


Suun knelt beside their sister, her long midnight hair a river down her back, barely a strand out of place despite the soot that marked the pale beige of her cheeks and the blood that stained the intricate, lacy armour across her shoulders. The leaves of her knee-length skirts parted around her on the tiles, soaking up their sister's blood. She held glowing hands over Nova's chest, expression tight with strain as she fought to keep Nova alive. How much longer Suun could, Byrne didn't know. Their sister was… mangled.


Nova's legs were stretched out before her. One boot was gone, exposing the talon marks ripping her leg from calf to thigh, bone gleaming a stark white amidst bloody flesh, while her other leg… Byrne swallowed.


The lower half bent the wrong way, as if someone had taken a sledgehammer to her sister's shin, snapping it in the middle.


The damage continued the farther up Byrne dragged her gaze. Nova's golden battleskirt and the skin-tight nano-mail armour underneath were shredded, the bloody marks in her sister's skin too neat to have been made by claws. One shoulder hung awkwardly and there were bones where her hand should have been, her forearm ending in a cauterised stump.


'How long?' Byrne's words came out confident, smooth, betraying none of the turmoil building in her chest. The fear, the horror. The anger.


So much anger rising not just in the hot wave from her own gut but seeping through the membrane that separated her from the other. So much anger, and not all of it aimed at the man who'd butchered her sister, because she knew what came next, what had to come next, even as every bit of her railed against it.


Inside, Az snarled, raking talons against the barrier, her fury cold and dark as the shadows in which she roiled. I won't do it again, she said.


What, Byrne didn't ask, because deep down, in the place beyond Az, amongst the nightmares that lived in the cold-dark that forced her screaming from sleep, she knew. And she agreed.


She agreed, and that thought, more than her sister's broken and bloodied body, was terrifying.


She wouldn't do it again.


Suun didn't look up. 'I can keep her alive long enough for the paramedics to get here. Maybe to get her to Emergency.' She tore her focus from her work and pinned Byrne with large, dark-hickory eyes. Fear lurked in the downturned depths and pinched the smooth skin between ebony brows, before Suun wiped the emotion from her face. She turned her attention back to Nova.  'Not much longer than that.'


'Long enough,' Nova said. Her sister's head lolled, but she straightened it, gazing at Byrne with eyes that had once blazed like the sun but were now a dull brown. Blood bubbled at her mouth, the froth trickling down her chin to drip onto her chest and pool around the shattered remnants of the golden medallion that should have protected her.


There was only one way to break a medallion, only one way to get through the magic protecting it, and the knowledge burned.


'I told you. I told you not to trust him.' The words left Byrne's mouth, ripe with the resentment and pain writhing in her chest, acidic as demon blood. 'When will you listen?'


Nova smiled, revealing the gaping holes where her front teeth should have been. 'In another lifetime, sister.'


Resentment flared to anger and Byrne darted forward, boots splashing in the mix of water and her sister's blood as she crouched at Nova's side. 'This is another lifetime.'


'Then I will listen in the next.'


In the next. The words shivered in Byrne's bones, made the darkness writhe and twist. 


Deep inside, Az snarled.


'No,' she said, and wasn't sure if it was just her or Az rising through the membrane that kept them apart. Byrne shook her head. 'No, not again. I won't let you.'


'You can't stop me, sister.' Nova coughed, her blood splattering over Byrne's face. She drew a ragged breath. 'It's my right, and you swore an oath.'


Nova looked past her, and Byrne knew, without turning, that Della was there, arms raised, her staff coalescing out of nothing, the azure tattoos on her face and arms blazing with the power gathering around her. 


The force of it stirred the dark fall of hair down Byrne's back, lifted the charred strands around her face. Even Suun's hair lifted and flapped, the bloodstained ends of Nova's waist-length locks joining them – the three of them so much alike and yet so different. Soon, Della's spell would join them all into one, would whip hair and skirts into a tornado, and the maelstrom of the High Priestess's power would be unstoppable.


Byrne gripped Nova's uninjured shoulder. 'I don't want this. Stop the ritual. Please.'


Nova looked at her. There was pain in her gold eyes, weariness and sympathy mixed with a bone-deep sorrow that sunk hooks into Byrne's heart, but determination hardened her gaze. 'I know,' she said. 'And no.'


No. No, no, no.


The denial echoed. Its grim, steely resolve reverberated inside Byrne's skull, her chest. Her soul.


No. 


Inside, the darkness surged, and she didn't stop it, didn't press back and down on the thin membrane between her and it, between her and Az. The dark rose, a tidal wave with Az at its crest, bursting through the barrier, wrapping around her heart, flowing through her bones, taking over her eyes.


Blood and water froze around her boots.


There was no blood left in Nova's face, but her eyes widened until white ringed the faded gold. 'Byrne?'


'I won't go back there,' she said, or maybe Az said it, their voices melding, impossible to tell one from the other. She wasn't sure if she was talking to herself or to Nova, didn't know if the light bathing her face was the magic in Suun's hands or something else, the power in her own core, the destruction she worked so hard to keep contained. The violence, the rage. It didn't matter. All that mattered was the wind at her back, was the knife she could feel in Fion's grip. Was the blood spurting from Nova's severed hand. Was the darkness.


Was the bone-destroying cold.


'Not again.' The words lifted Byrne to her feet. 'Not ever.'


Ahriman was there, forming out of nothingness, the comforting weight of it, the gleam of the crescent blade. She was spinning, knocking back Fion's rush, the golden knife spinning from the other girl's hand. And then there was her best friend, shining with power, the brilliant marks of the High Priestess burning under her skin, azure against brown.


The darkness screeched, the azure eating at Byrne's insides, but the pain was nothing, nothing to what waited beyond the ritual.


Nova was screaming, her desperation trying to pull at Byrne's muscles, to hold Ahriman back, but the weapon had its own weight.


Surprise widened Della's eyes.


Ahriman found Della's gut.
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THREE





Four months ago.


'Nova's at it again,' Della said as she squeezed into the old leather Chesterfield like it was a lounge made for three instead of a slightly oversized armchair tucked into a corner of the Kadar Academy's mammoth library. 


Byrne scooted over without protest. If she'd wanted to hide, there were better places deep in the endless rows of old wooden bookshelves. In cosy chairs just like this one tucked away in little alcoves all over the place, each with conveniently placed reading lights and little tables to sit a water bottle or coffee. She could have found peace from the whispers that trailed in her wake, but peace was a luxury Byrne no longer had.


Instead, she smoothed the navy pleats of her school skirt back under as Della squished in, throwing legs in knee-high white socks over Byrne's black stockinged ones. 


Della's white collared blouse pulled a little tighter over her chest with the move, exposing the pendant at her throat; the rich blue stone wrapped in its delicate filigree of golden wires shaped to look like a tree, a vibrant contrast to the dark bronze of her skin.


The pendant hidden under Byrne's school blouse warmed at the other's nearness, and her hand went to her chest, fingers seeking the upside-down crescent of their own accord.


This chair, right on the edge of the communal study area with its old wooden tables and ladder-back chairs, let her peer over the top of her history book to where Nova held court.


'They're like moths to the sun,' Della said, her gaze, like Byrne's, on the long study table near the big windows overlooking the quadrangle. 


Books lay open on the honey-brown surface, but all eyes were on Nova. Even in Kadar's conservative uniform, with her midnight hair braided and her collar buttoned to her chin, Nova radiated a power that attracted others more surely than gravity.


She was not pretty, not in the way other girls were, not with her broad cheekbones, pale-gold skin and thick eyebrows over amber eyes. She was not rich – not by Kadar's standards where Bentleys were as common as Porches; and her family was neither powerful nor famous. But still, the boys and girls who could buy and sell Nova's entire life ten times over, gathered around her, pulled by the sheer force of her personality.


Byrne narrowed her gaze, trying for the thousandth time to pick it apart.


Perhaps it was Nova's confidence; Universe knew, she had never lacked for confidence. She had been an Empress after all, had commanded a thousand systems and every single one had knelt at her feet. Or been forced there.


Byrne's hand curled into a fist, remembering—


'There are already bets on which one she's going to pick,' Della said, interrupting Byrne's thought. 


Two heads leaned closer to Nova than the others. Jacob Sully was the closest, long honey-blond hair flopping over his eyes, his finger trailing up Nova's shirtfront. Whatever he was saying drew a peal of laughter from her, one that engulfed the library in joy. Everyone except Nova's other suitor, Sebastian Becskei, whose arms crossed over his lean-muscled chest, couldn't quite keep his thick dark brows from scrunching over a broad nose.


Byrne snorted. 'She won't pick either of them.' And more fool anyone who thought otherwise.


Nova wasn't one to choose when she could have both, one for his brains, the other for his body. It would be up to Sully and Becskei to decide whether or not they were willing to share.


Della leaned in closer, a stray strand of mahogany hair tickling Byrne's cheek. 'I don't know, Jacob Sully is awful cute.' 


He was also a mathlete, with a GPA of three-point-eight and a smart mouth to match. Perfect for Nova. It didn't matter that he wasn't the cutest boy in the school or that he didn't dash around the football field in tight pants or practice something as potentially lethal as fencing. That's what Becskei was for. 


No, looks weren't the first thing Nova went for. Once, maybe, before the solar flare, but now... The people they were before were bleeding through, and for all her faults, the Empress had always known how to build alliances.


Seek out the strongest, the smartest and richest, and bind them to her with the most powerful motivation she could find. Once it had been fear, greed, and the kind of loyalty that was built over generations of rule. Now? Lust was a powerful thing.


That and the magic.


Almost imperceptible against the sunlight streaming through the window, power shimmered around Nova's fingers, sparkled in the air and haloed her in gold. The power of the Empress might have been invisible to those gathered around Nova, but that only made it more addictive and impossible to resist. 


Frustration tightened Byrne's fist, or maybe it was anger. She couldn't tell anymore. The emotions wound around each other, impossible to pick apart, impossible to shed except for when she pounded a punching bag. Or a face.


'She used to be more subtle,' Della said, shifting in the seat. 'People are going to start noticing.'


Byrne wiggled over a bit more as Della snuggled into her side. 'I know,' she replied. The knowledge ate at her because she knew, deep down in the part of her that wasn't anger and bloodlust, that somewhere in this circus of teenage hormones and angst, Tellamoth lurked.


'Did you talk to her?'


'I tried.' She'd have had more luck talking sense into a dog.


'You should try again.'


'I'm not her nanny.'


'No, you're her older sister.'


The frown was automatic, scrunching Byrne's brow, tightening her jaw. 'Not in this lifetime, and even if I was, what difference would it make? The high and mighty Empress will do as she pleases.' And if her mightiness wasn't careful, she'd get them killed. But then that, too, was her right. Because she was the Empress and her word was more than law, it was Universal, part of the fabric of existence itself.


Woe be to anyone who disobeyed, who had a thought that contradicted Her mighty word. If not the Sword, then the Executioner would come for them, meeting out swift retribution at the end of a blade. Or fists.


Byrne's fists.


Fion's blade.


It was a little hard to hit herself in the face through, and Fion... Byrne sought out the other girl's blonde head. 


Fion sat beside Suun at the long study table, hunched into herself, small and delicate, smiling softly as she basked in Nova's glow, same as the others. The all-powerful Executioner that had once been the scourge of a galaxy had tucked herself inside Fion's pale skin, hiding under baby pink sweaters and a voice too soft to scare a mouse.


If only the Sword was like that, if only she – Byrne – could push Az's pulsing darkness deep inside and hide her under torn jeans and anime t-shirts. If only it were that easy, that simple. Not that any of that would lessen Nova's power, her command. That was ingrained in Byrne's soul, in a place not even Az could reach. Or the darkness.


The darkness: another thing Nova had foisted on her, another force Nova would not acknowledge.


Paper crunched, shredded.


She looked down, tried to relax the fist shredding the history book.


'Hey.' Della nudged her side. 'Hey
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