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Virals

Threadfin Todder, an imperial viral mage, and brother to the imperatrix, he is now the de facto leader of the viral horde, whether he likes it or not, which he doesn’t

Tezcat Licolo, a lost viral soul who was linked to Aiyana Todralan but is now returned, she is the annoying friend of Threadfin Todder

Beezer, an ancient viral soul who was also linked to Aiyana Todralan, he gets on Threadfin’s nerves

Lyrin, another ancient viral, who sometimes makes Threadfin feel like he’s in school

Greencloaks (Actaeon Guard)

Artorius Agrippa, formerly a captain of the Actaeon Guard, recently promoted to Imperial Marshal

Grudge, formerly a simple-minded corporal and scout, who loves his Ma, now a simple-minded captain, who still loves his dead Ma

Vilt, an archer with the rank of sergeant from Ancyra, who loves Grudge

Trotters, an unfortunate sergeant known for his huge size and appetite

Icarthians

Creed, Paladin, a member of the Forum within the Pantheon and a church paladin, she is an older woman who has a dark and dangerous side

Myral Azarm, formerly a zorast priestess, and imperial spy, she has left her old life behind to find a new one on another continent

Podral Pole, an imperial bodyguard known as a Darken, who is also a friend of Threadfin Todder’s, reluctantly keeping the undead mage’s bony ass out of trouble

Polius Augustus, conclavist

Lucius Aidarius, conclavist

Rajax, a paladin and a member of the Forum

Sarscha Todralan, former imperial marshal, and estranged sister of Threadfin, she is now the imperatrix of Icarthya

Nephilim

Anak, Anakim, second eldest son of Og, who would be heir if he could manage to murder his older brother Gog

Desool, youngest son of Og, who has no desire to rule, and is regarded as a disappointment by both father and brothers, but who the angelic council have decided must become king 

Gog, of Magog, eldest son of Og, and apparently the heir to the Nephilim throne

Nanel, half sister to Gog and his brothers, she was raised, taught, and protected by the Keeper of the Stone

Skinbone, an ancient undead giant, which is considered a rarity, he exists only within the confines of a viralic haven known as Hades. Good natured, and with a deep sense of right and wrong, he has been known to offer aid to the living

Volar, of the Anakim clan, and right hand to Anak

Volo, also known as the Keeper of the Stone, he is an elderly Nephilim, which is considered shameful within their warrior society

Others

Adal, a mysterious character out of legend, otherwise known as the Eleventh Torment, despite being angelic in nature, who tends to get involved in everything

Angrboda, a dark witch, also known as a, Daughter of Lucifer, she once served the Grim, but now serves a new master

Astra, also known as Astra Dar, is a young sorceress who was reborn over and over for a millennium. Now, all her former selves have been stitched together into a new person, resembling the old Astra, but forming a doorway to Tartaros

Cadaver, male leader of the Torments, serving the Grim

Cerberus, fabled guardian of Hell’s Teeth, this beast is also a manifestation of the shraed twins, Manic and Mania

Corso, lord, a dhampir lord who serves Wormwood

Hazine, a young woman, whose family were taken by the vampires

Librarian, the, fabled two-headed man with access to all knowledge in existence, its two heads named Enep and Sigos (see also, Orthrus)

Lucifer, a manifestation of the Darkness otherwise known as Tartaros, Lucifer is sometimes referred to as a prince of darkness. He has gained access to the mortal world through the fragmented soul of Astra Dar

Mania, a powerful shraed in female form, curvy and seemingly kind, with a meddlesome streak

Manic, Mania’s twin brother, who is often bored, and somewhat unpleasant when he isn’t insulting

Nipper, a mongrel scribe/housekeeper/gold thief, serving Threadfin Todder, and who is thinking of forming a union for better pay and treatment, when he isn’t plotting secret revenge

Orthrus, the Librarian in another form, this creature was created by the Grim in parody of Cerberus

Quel, a strange vampiric-type creature known as a dhampir, this one being consider the weakest of its kind

Ralan, the son of Grim, and the Tenth Torment, he now resides in Icarthya and is an advisor to the imperatrix

Rasnal Nalrost, a high mage, sometimes referred to as a sorcerer, long since dead, after which he became the Grim

Raziel, commander of the Dominions, a legionary rank of angels, he now aids the imperatrix in Icarthya

Severo, a rebel leader who seeks to bring down the Vegoian aristocracy, now a refugee in Icarthya 

Striga, a female Torment, serving the Grim, and her own interests, she has little patience and a short fuse

Virtue, a mysterious paladin who appears within the Forum of the Pantheon, replacing paladin Rajax

Volcanus, also known as the Despoiler, he is the both the first angel to have come into existence, and the first to fall. His current appearance and location are unknown, but he may be hiding among humans

Wither, once known by another name, he is now called the Red Prince. After taking control of the vampire horde, he has since been usurped

Wormwood, a mysterious and powerful new leader of the vampires who usurped the Red Prince

Zane, once a leader among the Aidari, with some limited magical ability, she is now a companion and possible romantic partner to Desool
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‘Never have I been so troubled than when I have gazed upon mortal kind, those who embody both the futility and the hope of existence.’

—Volcanus
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Prologue

[image: ]


THE SMELL OF DEATH lured Angrboda from her cave, filling her entire being as she inhaled. The agent of Darkness, in the guise of a young woman with white hair had returned to the ocean several hours ago, and the witch deemed it safe at last to scuttle across the stony beach. Within minutes her legs were spread either side of a corpse. 

A handsome lad, fresh-faced, barely a man. Never would be now. Not that she cared. The witch licked her grey lips, prodding the cadaver with the hilt of a bone knife. She liked them young and as fresh as possible.

Often, her choices were limited; a local who’d tumbled from the cliffs, or a fisherman’s bloated leftovers rolling in the surf. Never in this witch’s life had she been rewarded with such a bounty. 

In this part of northern Adalalcas, where the Artaca and Wunn Mountains met, was a small garrison town with a wall. A hangover from days when an attack from Tryn to the north weren’t just a fancy. Still, this witch had been surprised to learn of viral mages in the town. She’d heard of that female undeader on the throne before she’d gotten what was coming. Then, undead mages started popping up every which way. The ones in the town hadn’t sensed her yet, her magic not of their variety. Funny, since death was her trade.

As it were, the mages must’ve sensed something in the dark waters of the North Adalcis Ocean, and mobilised the garrison to this beach. An hour earlier, she’d felt the agent arrive, its feet touching the sands to be greeted by greencloaks with spears and shields, flanked by the undead mages. Fat lot of good it did the lot o’ them. The oracle had known they were coming after all.

The dark emanation had stepped onto land, and Angrboda had huddled in the gloom of her damp cave. She wasn’t used to being afraid. A servant of the Grim Master since birth, she’d made him many offerings in the hope one day he might notice her, and bring her through Hell’s Teeth to her reward. Unlike those fool zorasts, she was a true and loyal servant. But everything was different now.

With arms outstretched, the witch glanced down at the cadaver’s face, eyes pecked out by gulls along with the tongue and much of the cheek fat. Handsome, but looks never mattered in the end, did they?

The agent of Darkness had known of her presence, but had ignored her. She knew her master was now in service to the sorceress. This witch needed to be careful; she could not anger her master, but nor could she ignore Astra Dar. The Darkness was playing a game, moving pieces on a board, but any piece might be sacrificed in one poor witch’s heartbeat.

She knelt, ripped the clothing, and drove the knife into the body to remove the fleshy liver. She didn’t understand why the agent had returned to the water, instead of moving inland and continuing its slaughter. Why had it come at all? Mulling on the conundrum, she ate noisily, and felt the body shift against her legs in the surf. 

Now, Angrboda was well acquainted with undeath though she had no use for it. After all, virals were born that way. She preferred the magic of death for it was the opposite of life, and she was of the living. She tossed the rest of the liver into the sand, and stared curiously at the dead soldier.

The man’s head turned left and right, as though seeking something. The fingers twitched and his hands rose. The witch rose too and backed off a few steps, but there was another body behind her, also moving.

All twenty-two dead soldiers became a writhing mass of limbs. Only the two virals, or what remained of them, lay still. This wasn’t undeath, for she knew its flavour. No, this was something new. Something darker.

The witch offered a prayer to the Grim. Not for salvation since her master was not one for such foolishness. No, she prayed that he would not forget how useful she’d been in recruiting zorasts, in eliminating spies throughout her short sixty-eight years of life. She could be of use still.

The Grim did not reply, but then he never did.

When all the dead had stood and turned to face her, she felt bile tickle the back of her throat. Liver always gave her indigestion, but the magic she worked required it. Not that it mattered now. She had no magic to counter this. Each corpse began to totter towards her, and too late Angrboda realised she’d been chosen.

By the sorceress. 

It was she who’d sent the agent, and who now commanded Angrboda to serve her. The witch knew all this in an instant, a feeling. A witch’s instincts were keener than any blade after all.

Once the dead were within a few feet, gathered in a clump, their mouths began to open wide, jaws dislocating, and as one they formed a spinning vortex. The dark maelstrom became a gateway from the other side.

And through the gateway, they came.

Scores of shraeds, ghostly and dark, drawn by Angrboda’s power. The witch realised they must’ve been waiting for her to feast on the liver, to open herself to them. A trap, and she’d sprung it like the half-wit she was. So much for a witch’s instinct, she thought.

The shraeds forced her mouth open, devouring her scream as they entered her. She shook with convulsions, as bones snapped, blood spurting from her nose, eyes rolling up in her head. 

When Angrboda opened them again, she felt different.

No longer one but a legion, the once-witch and now something else, turned away from the beach. The stench of death did not interest her anymore.

No, she had a taste for the living now, and her hunger was insatiable.

‡
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NAZRA HAL TOOK HER usual route out of the city of Alrana with a bribe for the guards. She knew most of the men from childhood, and though bribes weren’t necessary, she wanted to make certain no one reported her. Besides, she’d been escaping her father’s watch for years. He had yet to suspect a thing.

Everyone said she was like her grandfather, the Emperor Murtaza Hal, who knew of her disobedience and approved. As she rode beneath the stars blanketing northern Vegoia, careful to keep her sydarag to a trot, she thought about the rift in her family. Her mother’s suicide had been at the heart of it, but she didn’t understand it all. Something had occurred between her grandfather and father, and it had weakened Vegoia to its core. Her father, who had no sons, seemed to view Nazra as a delicate thing, incapable of taking care of herself. The princess was determined to prove him wrong. She was capable of ruling when the time came, the first Vegoian empress in centuries.

Her mount halted close to a cliff edge, and she dismounted. Behind her were the tumbled ruins of an old tower, once a lookout for enemies from the sea. She stood watching the sun lift its bloated bulk above the watery horizon. This was her favourite spot to visit whenever she needed to escape, to think. The tension between her father and the emperor had grown hotter, and a conflagration wasn’t far off. If she wasn’t careful, she might get burned, and between them they might destroy Vegoia.

‘I didn’t think you’d come,’ said a voice behind her, ‘not after what I heard happened in the city.’ 

She turned to see a man with the dark skin of a Keen native from the south, approach. He’d been hiding within the ruins waiting for her. ‘You have no idea.’

‘I can take you away from this.’

‘To do what? Join your band of renegades? Loot and pillage for the rest of my life, a wanted woman? I don’t think so. Can’t we just be, for now?’

Severo took her in his arms and held her tight, face in her hair as he inhaled. ‘As long as you’re safe, I am content.’

She pulled away from him and turned back towards the cliff edge. ‘You heard about it then? The news has travelled fast.’

‘Yes,’ he said behind her. ‘An odd business. Is it all true? Did they ... you know ...?’

She nodded. ‘The blackening of those corpses was unnatural Sev. I’ve never seen such a thing. It shouldn’t have been possible.’

‘I think I know what you’re going to say.’

She turned to face him, searching his face, which remained devoid of expression except for the eyes; those were always full of passion. They grew darker whenever he talked of revolution, though. ‘Do you, though?’

‘Not every strange event is a result of magic, Naz. There are no virals in Vegoia for one thing.’

‘That we know of.’

‘We know of the undead in the south too, but I’ve never heard of them doing anything like this. No, it doesn’t make sense. Why would they bother?’

‘To topple my grandfather, to take the throne. I don’t know. Does there have to be a reason?’

He scratched his jaw. ‘This has the feel of something else, Naz. It makes me uneasy.’

‘You didn’t see the bodies. You don’t know.’ 

‘They think it was an assassin, don’t they? I’ve heard they’re kicking down doors all over the city looking for them.’

‘For someone hiding in the mountains, you seem to know a lot.’

He grinned.

She paused for a moment, and then said, ‘My family will see someone executed for this. Hung and disembowelled in public as per the law. In the end it won’t matter who. If they don’t find the real culprit, they will provide one. You should leave. You would be a perfect fit.’ Her father wouldn’t hear of anything regarding magic, instead insisting it had been poison, with the hunt for the poisoner underway. It wouldn’t be long before the search spread beyond the capital.

She’d always had a fascination with magical power. Whatever had happened to those people in her city had been unnatural, and to Nazra that meant magic, which excited her. What magic existed if not the viralic sort? Her excitement was offset by her fear for Severo’s safety, of course. She couldn’t abide the idea of anything happening to him.

‘I will go into deeper hiding,’ he said, as though reading her mind, ‘until it all calms down, but I’m not leaving you, princess. Not ever.’ He placed his strong muscular arms around her, holding her from behind, as they stared out across the glistening whitecaps. It was then she spotted something moving out in the ocean far below. 

‘What’s that?’ She pointed off to their left, which was in the direction of north.

‘A pod of whales.’

‘No, wait, I think those are ships.’ 

‘A fleet? Impossible. There are no fleets this far north.’

‘Well, those are not whales, Sev. Look at them!’ The objects were moving towards the Vegoian shore. After a while, they grew closer and larger, and she saw the vessels were in the shape of odd sea creatures, each with a large crew aboard. A crew that even at this distance looked strange, unnatural. For one thing, some had wings.

Her heart beat faster, mind racing. All the dead in Alrana had been officers and soldiers save for a few civilians of high rank. She broke his hold, and raced to her sydarag who was grazing nearby. Mounting him, she wheeled him about. ‘You must go, now. If my father doesn’t discover you first, you will be killed by whoever is attacking us. If you have any sense you’ll return to Keen. You should flee this continent.’

‘What are you talking about? I don’t understand?’

‘You soon will. We all will. There is no time, Sev. Not for us or anyone.’

‘Come with me, then.’

‘I am a princess of Vegoia, you idiot. My place is with my people. Yours is not. Just go, Severo!’

They shared one last look before she glanced back out to sea. The otherworldly armada was cutting through the waves like a hot blade through fat. Strange ships, moving too quickly to not be magic. Whomever they were they weren’t dropping by to say hello.

Nazra Hal spurred her mount, and raced for the capital of the Vegoian empire, wind whipping through her hair, knowing she might not see her lover again, knowing it had always been a fleeting dream anyway.

She had to warn them all before it was too late.

An invasion of Vegoia was underway.
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ASTRA DAR WALKED THE edge of existence, flirting with oblivion. The marble-like semi-transparent black stone shaped itself to her touch, the pattern of her footsteps vanishing in her wake. The unnatural funnels, which had spewed forth millions of shraeds were now quiet, as though a ceasefire had come into effect. She knew differently, the war’s front simply having shifted. Existence with its valiant angelic defenders had been forced to give ground, the Spectrum contracting and flinching from the onslaught. The Darkness, Tartaros, could not be defeated.

She knew it in her bones.

On sight of him, she halted, watching the figure approach. Here, where their minds wandered, they could appear howsoever they wished.

As he neared, she noted he looked as he had a thousand years earlier. Tall with a strong bearded jaw, black hair peppered with silver. He was clothed in a fine silk tunic beneath a heavy purple cloak trimmed with wool. As arrogant as ever, then.

It was how he had once looked a thousand mortal years ago, but she knew it for a lie. This man no longer existed, split in two by his own spell and her interference.

Then again, she thought with some regret, I am also not that same Astra, at least not as she once was. How could she be when so many new personalities existed within her, each with their own lifetime of experience and knowledge, desires, worries, biases, and hatreds. All knitted together but not whole.

The Grim halted, staring at her with Rasnal Nalrost’s eyes, yet the Grim was a shadow of the man, and a treacherous miserable thing. ‘How odd a place to meet, my dear,’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘I don’t care much for it. Why not a nice garden with trees and birdsong?’

Ah, she thought, all isn’t well with him then. ‘It was you who reached out to me, remember? What do you want?’

He cocked his head, as though admiring her, which perhaps he was. ‘All is going according to plan.’

‘And whose plan would that be?’ Astra then laughed, the sound echoing as though instead of the edge of existence, they stood within a huge cavern with her voice bouncing off walls. A strange place indeed. ‘You defied and betrayed me, Grim. They captured you and soon they will destroy you. I am satisfied.’

‘You tried to control me woman, like you always do. What did you expect? You used your powers to bring me to heel, but you failed in the end, as you’ve failed at everything. Do you think me such a fool?’

‘A rhetorical question I would imagine.’

‘Tartaros pits us against one another,’ he said with a growl, ‘and for a reason. Did you think I would serve you, drooling like some lovesick dolt? It was your meddling that ruined it all a thousand years ago, and it was your fault I was captured this time.’

Astra waved a dismissive hand. ‘Did you ask to meet just to complain? I knew you were pathetic, but not how much so.’

The scowl she earned was delicious. It had always been easy to goad him. A part of her though, staring out from behind her eyes, felt a loathing for herself. A part of her, which Tartaros did not rule. This small part did not want any of this, but the emptiness forced it aside. The Darkness had tempered her soul, joining its pieces together to form a new being. The rebellious soul fragment which fought back, once named Lorn Larthuz, was mere slag to be discarded in time.

‘You are not well,’ observed the Grim, moving closer. ‘I dare say, you are in torment. I should know. Well, good enough for you after all the trouble you’ve caused me. I demanded you meet with me, to inform you I will soon possess the Aura Crystal. I wish for us to come to some sort of agreement. I wish for no further misunderstandings.’

Astra Dar forced down the weakness of her soul, as the essence of Tartaros filled her. When she spoke, the voice wasn’t hers, and even the Grim took a step backwards. ‘You will give it to me, shadow!’

He frowned at her, caution overcoming scorn. ‘Who are you?’

‘I am the Prince of Darkness, and you will kneel with your face in the dirt, worm.’

‘Ah, I see.’

‘You will kneel.’

The Grim shook his head, slow and deliberate. ‘I did not willingly kneel before the woman I loved, and if not for her immense power, never would have. I will not kneel to you, Prince. I oppose Tartaros, as I always have done.’

‘Fool, you—’ Astra placed her hands to her head, tears filling her eyes. ‘Help me,’ she whispered, echoing a plea she had once made to Threadfin Todder.

She felt Nalrost’s hand touch her shoulder for a moment, before he retreated as though burned. ‘There is no one who can save you, my dear. Tartaros has you, and you are nothing more than a weapon of the Darkness. I am sorry.’

Dropping her hands, she glared at him through blurry eyes, swiping at her tears in anger. ‘And you would abandon the woman you loved so easily?’

‘You are not her and I am not he. Both died long ago. I will soon have the Crystal, although I imagine Tartaros will fight me for it. I assume if you do not have the Shathra Stone, you will in time. I suggest that when we both have what we want, we reach a compromise before Tartaros consumes what remains of you.’

Astra knew she couldn’t trust him, but she also knew some humanity remained in him. She’d felt it when he’d touched her. ‘Perhaps we can reach ...’ She could not get the words out. The Darkness forced her mind aside for a second time. It was too soon, and its possession of her was for brief periods, but those were becoming frequent.

‘You will hand over the Crystal,’ ordered Tartaros. She could feel it scorching her fractured soul.

‘Tartaros is done with me and I with it,’ the Grim snarled. ‘I know what comes. I am open to negotiation, but with her not you. You need both Stone and Crystal to destroy the Spectrum of Existence. You will allow her to negotiate, or you get nothing.’

The Darkness stared through Astra’s soul at the Grim, hatred rising in her throat like bile. ‘Begone shadow!’ the Prince of Darkness screeched.

Astra raised her hands as a wave of dark light rolled over the Grim. 

When she awoke within the mountain fortress of Zalanthya, smothered in cold sweat beneath a woollen blanket, she cried out in relief. She swung her legs out of bed, feeling the cold solid stone beneath her soles. She breathed in deep and slow, trying to calm her pounding heart. It was just a dream, she whispered, just a stupid, stupid dream.

But of course, she knew it wasn’t.

It was all too real, and whatever time she had left was running out.
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1 A Mirror of Worlds
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Year 926YC, in the Year of the Church

THE WORLD BURNED. On every continent, columns of acrid smoke rose from metropolises, once towering architectural wonders, and now nothing but charred husks. All ashes and smouldering embers. Bones. A light wind tainted with the stench of smoke and terror also carried with it faint screams and bestial roars.

Threadfin Todder, an imperial viral mage of Icarthya, stood on a rocky plateau overlooking one such vista, watching funnels of thick smoke fingering a bruised sky. Lightning erupted within those hot clouds as the burning landscape created its own furious weather. The hot wind then swept towards the undead mage, carrying with it the ashes of millions of breathers.

‘A tragedy,’ Manic noted on his left with little feeling, but then Threadfin doubted the shraed knew what feelings were.

‘Yet another casualty of this interminable war,’ added a female voice on the mage’s right. Mania touched Threadfin’s elbow, the pressure feather-light but unmistakeable, as was the sense of urgency it conveyed. The sister liked to pretend at feelings, but she was as bad as her brother. ‘You wish to see more, undead one? Have you not satiated your desire for scorched flesh and blackened stone?’

Manic blew out a long dramatic sigh. ‘It doesn’t get any better, you know. One burning city is like any other. I should know, having presided over many such necessary exterminations. It does begin to bore one after a time, doesn’t it sister?’

Mania made a shushing motion at him. ‘You forget brother the sensibilities of our guest. Shush now while I manipulate him.’

Threadfin decided not to rise to the bait of either. They played their games, but usually he ignored them, although it was impossible to ignore their attire. Manic was clothed in a voluminous robe of arrogant red and gold, while his sister wore what amounted to a thin scarf of silver. It did cover up all the necessary bits, not that he looked of course. The twin shraeds were uninterested in the events of this world, apart from disastrous fashion, for the deaths of millions was of no consequence to them.

So why do they keep hounding me? he wondered. Haunting, might have been a more accurate description.

Over a dozen mirror worlds these past few months, and he had visited them all. Each time he’d chosen one where there wasn’t a mirror of himself lest he become lost to it. Apparently, it was a real risk, which of course he could never test the validity of. He’d chosen those worlds nearest the frontlines of a cosmic war, a conflict of such epic scale he was left reeling, dumbfounded, and terrified. Not that he’d ever admit any of it. He was an imperial mage, one of the viral undead and he needed to act like one. He fiddled with his robes trying to look like one too. I should at least keep up appearances. Reputation is everything after all.

‘I needed to know what I’m facing,’ he muttered, watching the distant flames. ‘I had to see it for myself, and it’s as bad as I’d feared. Worse.’

‘And thus, you are now satisfied?’ Mania asked, examining her fingernails as though she was an aristocratic beauty out for a stroll in the park amid a tiresome gaggle of suitors.

‘Yes, are you now well informed?’ demanded her brother with a hint of sarcasm as he kicked at a stone.

‘I did not ask either of you to follow me here,’ the mage snapped. ‘In fact, I recall telling you both to get lost.’ His patience was wearing thin, and his suspicions were growing. They’d popped out of nowhere about five worlds back, and had insisted on accompanying him. They claimed they had something to show him. So far, he’d seen nothing but devastation.

‘Your exact wording was more abrasive, if I recall,’ said Mania, with a frown suggesting she didn’t forget such insults nor forgive them.

‘I would rather suggest,’ growled Manic, ‘insolent, as a better description.’

‘Incognisant of our gracious and giving nature.’

‘Such disrespect and disregard.’

‘Thoughtless, oblivious of our delicate natures.’

‘Heartless,’ spat her brother and then added, ‘not to mention, brainless. Perhaps it is the rot, sister, eating away at that shrivelled organ in his skull. It is a wonder these undead ingrates can function at all.’

‘Well,’ Mania said with a slight grin, ‘that goes without saying, dearest. Maggots and worms, I wouldn’t be surprised. A common affliction of their kind.’

Threadfin ignored their babble as he often did, having no choice. There was a trick to tuning them out when he had to, although they did their best to frustrate his efforts. He’d found ignoring them also annoyed them, which was a bonus in his book.

‘My world is next,’ he whispered, not intending them to overhear. ‘Fire, smoke, and ashes. The frontlines draw closer. How do we fight against this? How can we hope to win?’

‘Oblivion,’ said Mania, having heard him anyway, ‘the end of all existence. Have we not explained all this to you? Did you not believe us? Existence is finite. Oblivion is eternal. Such absolutes cannot be got around. Your deceptions, your tricks, will not work against this enemy. Lucifer stands on the threshold of your reality. When he crosses over, your world ... nay, all worlds shall be lost.’

‘Honestly,’ said Manic, in a bored tone, ‘must you both speak in such a defeatist manner? You are ruining my morning. I do like them free of such enervating clutter.’

‘I am a realist, dear brother. The Darkness of Tartaros advances, and the Spectrum of Existence retreats. It is what it is, and what will be will be.’

‘Obviously.’

The viral mage groaned, rubbing at his forehead where a new horn poked through. Those were less frequent these days, his talent under control, but if he had to put up with more from these scobberlotchers, he might transform into a dragon and devour them both. How would that be for some enervating clutter you pompous twits? After all, he had been practicing at it. Why not put it to good use?

Of course, his anger wasn’t with them. He still hadn’t fully gotten over Aiyana’s death. He could have done with his sister’s insight right about then. She’d always had a way of seeing a path forward no matter how dark the night. A shadow had lain over his half soul since she’d left him.

Lowering his hand, Threadfin caught sight of moving shapes within the smoke below. Survivors? He’d not believed there would be any. There’d been none on those other worlds. Perhaps half a dozen individuals down there, some wounded and all attempting to flee. Something had gathered around them however, blocking their escape. Despite his viralic sight, it was too far to make out all the details.

The viral mage felt his magic awaken, the horns on his face growing with anticipation, his head enlarging as vicious jaws emerged. He felt his viralic power pulsing through his body, as his ethereal wings fanned, his form continuing to change. He could at least draw attention away from the survivors, maybe give them a chance. Something down there was hunting those people.

Mania stepped in front of him with hands on hips, a scowl on her face. ‘And what do you think you’re doing?’

He scowled back, realising he was half undead dragon, half undead mage, his transformation incomplete. ‘Get your scabby shadow-ass out of my way, shraed. Those breathers need help.’

‘I knew the undead weren’t too intelligent,’ she snapped, her form also enlarging, ‘but I did not think you complete imbeciles and you most of all. Those breathers, as you so quaintly call them, are already dead. You will join them if you go down there, and we have much better uses for you.’

‘Oh, aren’t you coming with me, then?’ he asked, shoving her aside with one wing, which proved easier than he’d hoped. Maybe I should push them about more often. His scaly body grew in length as he dwarfed his companions. Mania’s height increased as she sought to match his, a feat he hadn’t believed possible. She’d never done it before, but then she was a shraed. Who knew what they could or couldn’t do? He blinked, his viralic sight piercing the distant smoke and clutter of destruction as he tried to see around her. ‘Wait a minute. Those aren’t shraeds down there.’

Mania sniffed, sounding offended as she replied, ‘No, they most decidedly are not. Our kin were done with this world several days ago. Perhaps a few hundred people survived, hidden below ground.’

‘Vampires,’ said Threadfin, with a glance at the duo before him, his voice a deep growl. Were these Wither’s horde, or different vampires altogether? ‘You knew they were here, didn’t you? This is what you wanted me to see.’ His dragon form reverted to his human self. Mania followed suit, reducing to a reasonable height.

The vampires had already attacked their prey, anyway. It was too far and murky for details, for which he was thankful. He knew the twins were hiding something. Somehow, he would discover what it was. Threadfin Todder liked secrets less than riddles.

‘Always searching they are,’ Mania said, tapping her chin with a long fingernail.

‘Flailing in Darkness,’ added her brother, ‘gnashing those overlong canines of theirs. Quite irritating, and in such bad taste. Foul creatures.’

‘Reaching ...’ added Mania.

‘... but never finding, sister. Never.’

‘No, dearest, never. It is ours ...’ The female shraed cast a furtive glanced at Threadfin before schooling her features. ‘Yes, well, detestable creatures when all is said and done.’

‘Why are they here?’ Threadfin realised he’d never been more in the dark, but worse, these charlatans were toying with him. They used him for their own ends, whatever those were. Well, of course they do. They’re bloody shraeds, not your friends. For some odd reason, the realisation hurt. Pod is right. I’ve grown soft. 

‘What are they after?’ he snapped. He jabbed a talon towards the distant vampires for emphasis, and realised his right hand was still in draconic form. He reluctantly let it return to a normal and uninteresting size. The one good thing about being a mage these days, he thought, is transforming into a dragon with teeth and claws.

‘They are hunting,’ Mania began, ‘... for something.’

‘For someone, rather,’ her brother added, ‘who will lead them to the something.’

‘Shush now, my dearest. There is no need to entangle his thoughts with nonsense. You know how easily confused such undead ones can become.’

Manic nodded with a sage look. ‘Yes, the maggots.’

‘Yes, dear. The maggots and the worms.’

In the distance, a figure came into view, emerging through the twisted wreckage of the city gates. Much larger and seeming closer as a result. It stared across the vast distance at Threadfin. It did look odd for a vampire, as it did not appear all that vampiric in nature. It had long dirty grey hair and grey skin, and was far too human in appearance now that Threadfin got a longer look at it. For all that it looked less like a vampire, its gaze was unnerving.

Uh oh, and he reached for his magic a second time—

Mania’s face blocked his view again. ‘Fool! Will you never learn? Are we doomed to be eternally ignored?’

‘Probably.’

‘What do you think you will accomplish here, mage?’

‘The killing of whomever that is down there, if you’d just get out of my way for one bloody—’

‘Yes, he is their leader,’ she hissed, ‘but you don’t want to face him. And we do not need a war with those creatures. They leave us alone and we them. Wormwood is deadly, and much worse than any of his vampiric followers.’

Who is Wormwood? ‘Wait,’ Threadfin then said, ‘isn’t Wither their leader?’ Well, if that’s him, he’s changed a lot since I saw him last, and I don’t just mean the name. He felt confused and angry. He didn’t like being out of the loop. He was certain Wither had taken control of the creatures after helping him destroy the Fetch. He’d then vanished with the horde.

Manic sneered. ‘No, no, the Red Prince was usurped and cast aside like yesterday’s meat.’

‘Forgotten.’

‘Abandoned.’

Threadfin threw up his hands. ‘Alright, I get it. You both just need a hug. Go look elsewhere. I’m busy trying to stop the end of my world. I’m assuming this Wormwood whomever is their leader now?’ He tried peering around Mania’s voluptuous form, but she kept moving to block his view. Improving it substantially, but still. 

He thought about becoming a dragon and removing her, but changed his mind. She was more dangerous than she appeared, and there were two of them. He might succeed, but her warning about this Wormwood concerned him. It was rare for these two to urge caution. They were worried.

‘A prince of the vampires,’ whispered Mania, ‘and an enemy you do not wish to encounter. You know who the vampires are, don’t you?’

‘Well, of course. Nalrost experimented and attempted to reproduce his version of a fallen angel, a vanth I think it was. Instead, he got vampires. So vicious, they turned on him.’

‘Yes,’ said Mania, ‘flawed copies, but no less dangerous or treacherous. You may have encountered them once and survived. However, I advise you to avoid them at all costs. Undead though they may be, they are less your kin than you think.’

When she stepped aside, he saw no sign of the vampires or the survivors. Nothing remained but billowing smoke and burning wreckage.

Mania clasped her hands together as she announced, ‘Threadfin Todder, we require your help. Wormwood seeks the Crystal Sword.’

‘I knew you two had an agenda.’

‘Call it a favour.’

‘Okay, why should I care about some sword?’

‘It is no ordinary weapon for one thing,’ answered Mania, ‘and for all intents and purposes, it also does not exist.’ 

‘Um, could you say that again?’

‘We’d rather keep it that way.’

‘You know, I find it intriguing that this is the most sense you’ve ever made.’

She didn’t however, rise to his bait. ‘It is the first soul shard, and in the wrong hands can be used to conquer worlds. It is your desire to stop the Darkness, to save your world is it not? Well then, the vampires must not have it. Its maker hid it millennia ago, changing its location several times, but they will not quit searching until they possess it. Will you help us stop Wormwood?’

Threadfin placed his head in his hands. ‘You don’t need me for this. All this power at my fingertips. All this responsibility, and I am helpless.’

‘Welcome to our existence,’ said Mania.

‘To our torment,’ wailed Manic.

‘We are misunderstood.’

‘Neglected.’

‘Forgotten.’

‘Forlorn.’

Threadfin rose, holding out both hands to shut them up. ‘Fine, fine. You’ve both proven yourselves allies, and you have my gratitude and all that rubbish. I’ll help, if it will shut you both up.’

‘What is gratitude to us?’ demanded Mania.

‘What can we do with it?’ asked Manic.

‘Worthless.’

‘Pathetic.’

‘An insult.’

‘Oh, most assuredly, sister. One of epic proportions.’ The male shraed gave the undead mage a furious glare.

Threadfin felt like screaming in frustration, but instead, for no reason at all, burst out laughing. Perhaps it would be the last laughter this world would know. Maybe tears weren’t enough, not that his dried-up shrivelled eyes could offer those.

‘I do not see the need for levity,’ muttered Mania with a pout. ‘Now, we should go before—’

The vampires attacked with no sound or warning. A clot of several hundred descended on the trio. Long limbs and distorted bodies, bones forming and reforming, constantly in motion. They opened their jaws to reveal long canines, their all-too-human faces contorted into snarls, and Threadfin’s laughter died.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2 The Business of Magic
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A VAMPIRE LEAPT through the air, and Threadfin landed hard on his back with its jaws snapping at his neck. 

Struggling, he did his best to keep her teeth at bay. The fact it was female, he was in no doubt. This one had all the feminine charms and wit of one of his old flings. Her grave-stench, snarls, and grunts were too familiar. He wasn’t at all certain it wasn’t one of his old girlfriends.

‘You dirty bitch, get off me,’ he growled in her face, as her jaws widened. Her strength was starting to overwhelm him. He’d had no chance to transform, taken by surprise as he had been.

It took considerable composure on his part not to panic, but instead, calmly reach for his magic. A moment later, the she-vampire wailed, writhing in agony as black flame scorched her.

The imperial mage hurled her off him, the creature smoking, flames licking her form as she burned from the inside out. Yet, she did not cease her attack, regaining her feet.

Yep, I definitely know her, he thought wryly. Didn’t know she was a vampire. The harlot left that little detail out. It did explain all the biting though.

Screeching, she came at him a second time, backed up by another dozen of her kin. I guess, she doesn’t like rejection much. They never do. Threadfin’s dragon wings unfurled, although he didn’t fully transform. His viralic power filled him with a heady mix of euphoria and pain as he lashed out, finishing her off with a spiralling blade of viralic power sharpened to ridiculous proportions. She fell to pieces, as they all do. He then directed his counterattack at the other dozen. 

Nearby, Manic and Mania battled hard, using all sorts of tricks to hold the monsters at arm’s length. The twins’ bodies shimmered like oil filled with writhing snakes, and they had grown in height again. Their vast wings battered the vampires as they also hurled their magic into the fray. There were too many, however. The twins then joined hands, melded into one another, and the two-headed beast known as Cerberus roared.

Threadfin spotted Wormwood directing the attack from behind the vampiric lines. The viral mage sent spears of magic through scores of the enemy, undead flesh blackening and sizzling, although they kept coming. His wings struck next, sending many high and far with shattered limbs for their trouble as he cleared a path.

Then he remembered a little trick the Grim had taught him. In his left hand a dark sphere formed. It was difficult to maintain, resisting him, but he touched the Shadow Stone with his mind, and the vampires now turned on one another.

The Shadow Stone dissipated as he failed to hold it. Before it did, however, he saw something which froze him to the spot. He stared down at his left hand and for a moment, before the Shadow Stone vanished, he saw pink healthy flesh and blue veins. Then his hand returned to its undead state.

To say he was left in state of shock and confusion was an understatement. Perhaps it had been an hallucination. Were the vampires responsible or their leader?

The effect on the vampires didn’t last, as they turned their attention back to him. His power enfolded him in a protective cloak, before he lashed out at Wormwood instead. Undead flesh burning, the vampire leader advanced while weathering Threadfin’s assault as though it was a drop of rain. Something about the vampire leader gave him pause. This was no vampire, nor any viral he’d heard tell of.

Mania was right. They could not defeat Wormwood, not like this. Oh well, guess it’s time for a new plan.

Focusing his magic in a different manner, the air shimmered before the mage. His body faded, as he turned himself into a reflection. The vortex filled with white light and swallowed him up.

Dusting himself off, looking around to see if any vampires had managed to follow – not that he believed they could, but you never knew with such irascible vermin – the mage almost leapt out of his desiccated hide when Mania’s face popped up. Again.

‘The Grim piss all over it,’ he swore at her. ‘I thought I might have at least lost you two in the bargain.’

Mania did look upset, her fists on curvaceous hips, bosom just the right size and softness. ‘You might have warned us you were going to do that,’ she chided. ‘One might get the impression you wished to leave us behind, but I’ve assured my brother you would never commit such a treacherous act.’

‘I am not assured, sister. Not one bit.’

Nor should you be, Threadfin thought. He gave them both an eyeful, half-examining that expansive bosom. One might be forgiven for thinking it is real. After all, she is a shraed. However, what he said aloud was, ‘Of course I didn’t intend to leave you behind. I would never dream of such a thing. You are two of my favourite, uh, shraeds, in the whole wide weird and wonderful spectrum.’ He then paused, and gave them both a cheeky grin. One of his best. ‘Better?’

Manic glared at him, as though considering violence. Nothing new there then and he relaxed.

Threadfin had chosen another mirror world to escape to. It was one he’d visited several times. Nothing existed there, it being a dead world, and he did not think the vampires could follow. Of course, he’d been wrong about lots of stuff. He was certain either Tezcat or Podral kept a list of such occasions. They’d likely bring it out and read the damn thing at parties and such. Tezcat would have it memorized along with his list of screw-ups, which was a much longer list he had to admit.

Threadfin frowned as a thought occurred. ‘Wait a minute. You told me they wouldn’t bother you if left alone. Why did they attack then? Did I stare at Worm-face too long or something?’

‘Wormwood,’ corrected Manic.

‘I know what his name is.’

Mania’s mouth screwed up into something resembling another pout. She’d been doing that a lot of late. ‘A misunderstanding,’ was all she offered.

‘A convergence,’ suggested her brother.

‘An inconvenience.’

‘A load of old grolg shit as usual then,’ said the viral mage. ‘They’re after this Crystal Sword you mentioned ... ah, now I see. You two are after it too, aren’t you? Old Worm-nuts must’ve guessed why you were there. He saw a chance to eliminate the competition.’

‘The sword we seek is an object of great significance,’ said Mania, in a reluctant tone, ‘as we’ve told you. It was designed to hold a power known as the Aura.’

‘Oh, that’s just great. Something else I’ve not heard of. You know, this magic business is becoming quite the nuisance. It’s impossible to keep up with every magical artefact or power. It should all be written down somewhere, and indexed, with pictures.’

‘It is,’ said Mania, cryptically.

‘It’s nothing of consequence anyway,’ added Manic, examining a finger as though it were a work of art. To him, it probably was.

‘Really? Something of great power, meant to hold something else of what I imagine is also of great power, but neither are of any consequence? No wonder I never trust you two.’ 

‘We wish for you to help us stop Wormwood. Nothing else.’

‘I imagine you would need the entire viral horde to defeat him? Considering he has an army of vampires at his disposal.’

‘Exactly.’

‘So, what you need me for, is to convince the horde to aid you.’

‘You were correct sister,’ said Manic. ‘He does possess some limited intelligence.’

‘No,’ said Threadfin, ignoring the insult. ‘I rather think finding this sword myself would be the best course of action, and least confrontational option. I think I can manage it on my own, thank you.’ And this Aura too, whatever it is. Not for the last time did he wish Aiyana were with him. She would have scoured thousands of books to discover what these things were, but there were other ways to find out.

‘Perhaps it is time for us to explain better?’ Mania looked to her brother for support.

Manic snorted. ‘His puny mind could never cope with the consequences. Knowledge is best left to the knowledgeable. You shall not convince me otherwise sister, no matter how many pets you adopt.’

Mania eyed Threadfin for a long moment as though weighing his trustworthiness. Eventually she said, ‘Very well. Since it appears you will not aid us until we tell you. If Wormwood discovers the sword’s location, he can use it to ... destroy your world.’

‘I see.’ She’s lying, or at least she’s not telling me something about this Crystal Sword and this Aura business.

‘You and I, we are creatures of the Darkness,’ Mania continued, ‘but the vampires are much more so. They are becoming lost to it, and will be as fallen as the vanths in whose image they were created. With the sword in Wormwood’s hands, leading them ... well, you possess an imagination, don’t you? The Darkness has many plots, all with the same end goal. The destruction of the Spectrum.’

‘How come I’ve never heard of this before?’ They said nothing of Wormwood seeking the Aura, he thought. An accidental omission or a deception? Like I need to ask.

Manic sneered. ‘The Despoiler keeps it—’

‘Enough, brother. Too much knowledge can be overwhelming to the uninitiated.’ To Threadfin she added, ‘We simply need your horde to distract him for us. The artefact, we shall take care of.’

Ah, thought Threadfin, it’s like that is it? You need this Wormwood out of your way. These artefacts are obviously powerful. As if these two would be interested in anything else. ‘Fine. You two won’t tell me what I wish to know, but it just so happens I know someone who will fill in those yawning gaps.’

‘Hah!’ laughed Manic. ‘He will never tell you anything. Just give us your horde, and we can do this without you.’

His sister frowned, however. ‘No, I am not certain we can do it without him, brother. Not certain at all. The Spectrum chose this one after all, for a reason.’

Threadfin said nothing, preparing his magic for the trip home to his own world. He’d had enough of their tripe and enough of world hopping. He felt weary.

‘You do not know how treacherous a path you are taking,’ she said as the vortex formed. ‘You must not go in search of the sword alone. We have offered you our knowledge free of any price. Do not spurn us. Do not neglect us.’

Glancing over his shoulder as his body faded, Threadfin said, ‘You know, I’ve had just about all I can stomach of you two. I think, from now on, I’ll manage just fine all by—’

If he’d had a beating heart, it would’ve stopped in that moment as he stood between worlds. The vampires were upon them for a second time, and the infamous duo wasted no time in vanishing. Then Wormwood was there, reaching out a long arm to grab him.

Grey fingers stretching.

The vortex tore the mage from one reality and into another, and he was back in his Tower of Wept.

Safe and sound, for now at least.
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3 A Spell of Rats
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A ROTTING STENCH filled the dungeons beneath the Black Palace. Two viral mages in long blood-red robes strode past thick wooden doors, kicking at the carcasses, a morbid carpet of dead rodents laid out for their visit.

Threadfin Todder had heard of carpets for visiting royalty, but this was a touch over-doing it. In our case, he thought wryly, a carpet of dead rats is about as good as it gets. Appropriate, I guess, although he did not think Aiyana would’ve agreed.

He risked a glance at his companion, but decided not to engage him in conversation. Beezer, a name out of viralic legend, and lost to history for two centuries until along with thousands of others he’d returned. And all thanks to my dear sister, Threadfin thought with a tinge of sadness. Aiyana’s death two years earlier had released thousands of undead souls across the world, an ancient spell broken.

Behind the two mages strode Podral Pole – his friend, not to mention, ex-thief, ex-convict, ex-honorary-Aidari-with-no-magic-to-speak-of, and of course an ex-husband to a now dead princess of Atlantis, not that he’d ever been a prince – who was currently whistling under his breath. Out of tune. On purpose.

The Darken was in high spirits, despite the obvious changes, not least being a huge increase in the number of viral mages in the capital. Many had reappeared in various locations across the world upon Aiyana’s death, but over the past couple of years, most had journeyed to Icarthya. Some claimed they’d felt a summons they couldn’t explain. Glancing at his companion mage, Threadfin felt certain any summons was Beezer’s doing. Meddlesome old buzzard.

Then, there was the recent plague of rats. Some breathers had equated the two of course, tensions between the undead and the living unresolved despite improvements throughout the imperium in housing, jobs, and trade. His one remaining sister, Sarscha, who was now imperatrix, had stopped at nothing to improve her people’s lives.

Pole’s whistling grew louder, making Threadfin wince. He’s in too cheery a mood, he thought in irritation. I shall have to find the underlying cause. Never right when that breather is in too good of a mood. He glanced back, and Pole had the nerve to wink, crinkling up the scar which ran from the corner of one eye to his chin. One his ex-wife had no doubt given him.

Beezer remained silent as they walked the length of the huge subterranean darkness. At last, they reached the final cell in the deepest darkest layer. Being undead, I suppose I should love it down here. It’s what breathers expect of us. He gave a shudder, hoping he could keep this visit brief. Dungeons, dead rats, and a cheerful bodyguard. What a way for a simple undead mage to start the day.

Outside the cell stood another mage. They were everywhere, making Threadfin feel redundant. Lyrin, another infamous name in viralic lore, wore the same robes. Her face was hidden within a large hood, but she lowered it at their approach to reveal a visage kissed by time. Or savaged by lice-riddled jaws with ginormous rotting teeth, if one was of a nature to put it in such terms.

‘We must wait for him before we precede,’ announced Beezer, with a growl. ‘Late, as usual. I do not see the need for his inclusion in this matter.’

‘He’s family,’ said Threadfin.

‘The imperatrix commanded it,’ said Lyrin. ‘Besides, he keeps his own time, and I wouldn’t lecture him about it if I were you.’ Lyrin glanced at Threadfin. ‘Is this all your work then?’ She gestured at the dead rats.

Beneath her stare, Threadfin felt like one of those students from centuries ago at the infamous Necropolis. He winced. ‘Look, a plague of rats requires drastic measures, doesn’t it? So, I took, um, some measures. Uh, drastic ones.’ At least my rat-killing spell worked in the end, he thought with a grimace, fingering a small horn on his chin. All he’d done was take his ability to absorb lifeforce and magnify it, while tailoring it to include just rats. Those pink healthy blisters on his body were now close to bursting with life. All of it rat-juice.

He’d made several attempts overnight, going outside the city to experiment, especially after he’d set his tower on fire. Nipper was still cleaning up that mess. Fortunately, the fire had been a small one. He hitched his dark red cloak, feeling suffocated, which was odd since he didn’t breathe. If rats were the full extent of my problems, I’d be a rotting dancing undead delight.

‘Rather a plague of dead rats now,’ observed Lyrin ‘wouldn’t you say? Couldn’t you have come up with a rat vanishing spell?’

‘Couldn’t you?’

‘You are the imperial mage,’ she retorted with no sign of what she thought about that. ‘It is your job, I believe. You are the lead mage and the most powerful of us.’ Threadfin heard a grunt and unintelligible muttering from Beezer at that last bit.

‘Well, if you’re all that upset about it,’ Threadfin said, ‘would you like me to fetch you a broom? I hear there’s a fat soldier named Trotters who is already roasting them in plum sauce. At least he’s doing his bit.’ There it went again, his tongue running off without him as usual. He just couldn’t help it. Besides, he never seemed to get any recognition and all the blame. ‘This place could do with a dusting too. I’d lend you my mongrel, but he’s busying stealing everything in sight above our heads. Bastards got sticky fingers don’t you know? Makes a fine cup of tea, though. When he’s bothered.’

Beezer uttered a groan, rolling his eyes within the dark pits of his skull.

The female viral’s eyes widened, followed by a faint smile
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