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CHAPTER 1  
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The clear blue sky above Delos stood in sharp contrast to the various clouds of dust being churned up by people making a run towards the merchant city, to say nothing about the black plumes of smoke that were billowing upwards from where the mine was. Where they had been. 

It was far enough from the city as to not be reached too quickly by the massive horde now pouring up over the edges of the canyon but not nearly far enough away to feel safe. To be safe. 

Not that any of the inhabitants of the city knew any of that. Not yet. For all that they could see the towering smoke and ash rise into the sky, those that did merely shrugged and went about their day. Perhaps, if they knew someone at the mine, they’d worry and fret about some accident having happened and if their loved ones were safe. 

As the first miners began to stream into the city, those who’d encountered the teeming mass first and who’d also stolen the first horses they’d been able to lay their hands on to get away as fast as possible, the trouble they caused was local and mostly restricted to grumblings and them getting shouted after in the streets as a result of bowling over anyone and anything not diving out of their way in time. 

With the first person shouting and raving about ravenous monsters, people merely shook their heads and muttered something about how the sun-madness had taken him. 

Then the second one arrived. And then the third. 

As more and more came, all with similar tales, worry began to spread like dark ripples across a pond. 

Their horses being courier mounts, their speed and stamina far outweighing that of any equine the mine owned, the members of the guard sent out to investigate this “supposed monster outbreak” soon came back, riding like demons were behind them. By then, the far slower wagons having set out from the mine, each more cramped than the next, had reached the city. 

Irritation turned to worry. Worry turned into fear. Fear turned to panic. 

Delos relied on its isolation to keep it safe. There were no bastions from which to defend it. The city, literally, had no walls. 

––––––––
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THE STOUT WAGON THUNDERED onto the streets of the city of Delos, scattering people and critters before it and leaving nothing but obnoxious dust-clouds in its wake. More than one pedestrian and stallholder were screaming obscenities at their passing having had to dive out of the way or be run over. 

Not that any of the passengers heard them. The sound of beating hooves, spinning wheels, and creaking wood as the wagon was pushed to its limit was far too loud for that. And that wasn’t even counting how the rhythmic thumping in their own ears blocked out almost everything else. 

Ardvin had enough control of the team to keep them from crashing into any buildings, but little else. Taking any tight turns was out of the question and the only reason they weren’t doing more damage was because the horses were tiring rapidly.

Despite this, more than once the passengers crammed on-board the flatbed wagon were nearly flung from the vehicle or beheaded by a low hanging sign​[*]. 

As he pulled the foam-flecked animals to a halt outside the Deeger’s boarding house, the general noise of the city – at least from the direction they’d come in – had become far more urgent and a great deal less business-like than what was customary around these parts. 

Currently, this included quite a bit of shouting coming from behind him. Because they hadn’t come to a stop directly outside Deeger’s. Considering the horses’ level of exhaustion, Ardvin was surprised hauling on the reins hadn’t made much of a difference earlier. Fear was a powerful driver, though, and the wagon had only come to a stop several houses down. 

He took one look at the team pulling the wagon and made a disgruntled grimace. There was no way that they’d be rested enough to take them out of the city – at least not if they were planning on going anywhere fast. And there was no way he was staying here. 

The animals’ withers were almost as white with lather as the passengers’ faces. It was an unsteady, but highly determined, group who tumbled off the flat bed. Legs buckling beneath them, some found their bearings and began streaking off in various directions to gather whatever belongings they had.  If they had any sense, they’d forgo their belongings and just concentrate on rifling together some sort of survivors’ kit, Carlise thought. 

It certainly was what he was intending to do. The one good thing about this was that he wouldn’t need to fight anyone else for it​[†], except, perhaps, any food raided from the kitchen.

He pulled on Devan’s arm, dragging the other behind him as they rushed up the stairs. He hoped, truly hoped, that everyone else was right here at this moment. If they weren’t? Too bad. The foremost thing on his mind was staying alive and that meant leaving, by any means necessary, and as quickly as possible. It certainly did not entail traipsing around the city trying to locate potential missing members of their little troupe while hordes of horrid monsters drew ever closer, threatening death and destruction all at once. 

Carlise knew he was a lot of things. A “hero” was not one of them. He might be a former butler, but that had not been part of the job-description. 

Even as his feet leapt two steps at once, and the house filling up with noise, Joe’s voice easily carried through all of it. The sense of urgency was unmistakable, but it was the words that lit a fire in those that heard them. A potential avenue of escape opened up before them that did not involve making a run for it on foot. 

‘Ardvin, get to hooking up the other team!’ Deeger shouted out into the street. He tossed the younger man the shortsword at his side. ‘Don’t let anyone make off with them.’ 

Ardvin vaulted over the side of the wagon, landing hard with both feet on the ground. Without another word he hurriedly began unhitching the current team of horses. 

‘Well, that’s one way to keep anyone from running away with the wagon,’ someone commented, as several more people came dashing in through the front door of the boarding house. 

Somewhere on the floor below, Devan heard how a door was slammed open and a stream of loud complaints promising violence if people didn’t stop stamping up and down the stairs or running in the hallways. 

He wasn’t met with quite the same hostility himself as, a moment later, he wrenched the door to his own room open — and not because it proved to be devoid of occupants. If anything it was actually rather cramped. 

Kiras raised a bushy eyebrow at the panicked arrivals from where he was in the middle of rewrapping the handle on his beloved axe. His muscles tensed at the mere sight of Devan and Carlise barging into the room as if the house was on fire. Faces like theirs never boded well in his mind. 

‘What’s happening, ye two?’ the dwarf asked, getting straight to the point. ‘What’s all the racket I’m hearing?’

‘Something’s going on,’ Erendael, who’d stuck his head through the room’s sole window, said. ‘The bells are going off.’

‘Well, that can’t be good,’ Talenn said. ‘They rang the hour in not long before you two raced in here like two Carmenian chickens escaping the butcher’s pen.’

‘Butchered! That’s what we’ll be if we stay here!’ Devan shouted as he grabbed what little belongings he hadn’t kept packed and stuffed them into the new satchel he’d bought not two days ago. 

Carlise had, much more sensibly he thought now, kept everything packed and ready to go. Almost everything. He caught the recreant and former butler extraordinaire making eyes at an outfit that was, most certainly, more protective than what he was currently wearing.

So would a tanned hide be, a small voice insisted in the back of his mind. He was having the same craving, but taking the time to change wasn’t wise.  Instead, he tried to explain the situation as fast as he could, arms waving about as he tried to stress just how imperative that it was that they’d leave right now! 

Even the points of the green ears on the Hadrian nobleman quivered, causing the many gold rings and chains piercing them to clink nervously.

‘What?’ Talenn asked. ‘Butchered? What in the name of the four moons did you do?’

‘ME?’ Devan stopped rifling together his belongings only long enough to cast a withering glare at the former Litanian LawLord. ‘I didn’t do it!’

‘Someone must have done something,’ Erendael insisted. Pulling his head in from the window, he threw a thumb over his shoulder. ‘They’re going mad out there. So, what’s happening?’

Devan’s reply was as short as it was snippy. ‘Monsters,’ he said. ‘Lots of them.’

‘That’s maddeningly unhelpful,’ Talenn rolled his eyes. How many monsters hadn’t they encountered since setting out on this journey nearly three years ago? He’d lost count by now. But they were a lot easier to battle when you knew what you were fighting, so he kept pressing. 

‘What kind of monsters?’ he asked. 

‘Golshaes,’ Carlise supplied. ‘Thousands of them.’

If the two new arrivals hadn’t had their companions’ attention before, they certainly had it now.

‘Thousands?’

‘Maybe more? I don’t know. I didn’t stand around counting them,’ Devan shot back. 

‘No, that makes sense,’ Erendael nodded. 

Carlise coughed discreetly. He was already standing by the door. Exuding the kind of energy that would have had almost anyone else hopping from foot to foot. ‘Perhaps I could suggest we all leave promptly,’ he said. 

‘On foot?’ Kiras rolled his eyes. ‘How far do ye think we’d get?’

‘Deeger’s wagon’s outside. If we get down there before they finish loading it, maybe we can grab a ride,’ Devan said. ‘That’s what I was planning to do.’

‘Grab some food on the way out,’ Erendael suggested. ‘It’s not like there’s anything around here to hunt.’

‘Except us, soon,’ Kiras said, sending a shudder through all his companions. He heaved a great sigh, then, using the axe handle as a kind of leverage, pulled himself to his feet. 

‘What are we waiting for?’ Erendael asked. ‘Let’s put our best foot forward and get out of here before the ravishing grey monstrosities get here.’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘You’re absolutely certain that they’re coming this way?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Devan nodded. 

‘You heard him, people,’ Kiras said. ‘Let’s go.’ He made shooing motions with his hands towards the rest of them, herding them out of the room. 

The rest of the household was in far more uproar than their little one room sanctuary had been. Judging from the sounds from the kitchen, they weren’t going to be getting any extra supplies, either.

‘Wait!’ Talenn exclaimed. 

‘Now what?’ Kiras rounded on the only one not making a dash towards the door. ‘If anyone, ye should know we can’t stay.’

‘No, of course not,’ Talenn tried to speak quickly, knowing they were, probably, short on time. ‘But we can’t leave.’

‘Sure we can,’ Devan called back over his shoulder before vanishing down the hallway in the direction of the stairs. 

‘But...’

‘But what?’ Kiras demanded.

Talenn ran his fingers through his hair, trying to gather his thoughts and wits at the same time. Why didn’t they see? There was a huge problem with leaving right now.

‘Sun isn’t here!’ Talenn ended up shouting a little louder than he’d intended.

The dwarf blinked at him, as if the realization just hit him. Sun did tend to blend into the background when he wasn’t taking centre stage by hitting people, either with bits of sharp metal or, equally pointy, barbed comments. 

Right now, though, they hadn’t noticed he wasn’t there for a much simpler reason. The fact that he wasn’t, in fact, there. 

‘Oh,’ Kiras said. He shot a look upwards, towards the ceiling. ‘Might want to find him. He’s probably on the roof, don’t ye think? Hurry.’

Talenn didn’t need permission, but the barked command did knock him back into his senses. He took off towards the stairs that led upwards, splitting up from the rest of his companions. 

Kiras was right. Sun had to be on the roof. It was, practically, his favourite spot to hang out, a large part due to that everyone else thought it was too hot and offered almost no shade. 

‘Ye better hope the Deegers haven’t left yet,’ Kiras called after him. Though the last parts of the sentence vanished into a muffled drone as his head poked out onto the roof. 

The very empty roof. 

‘Oh, drat!’ Talenn nearly bit his tongue. ‘Of all the times now is the time you’re not here?’ He peered behind the only small piece of the roof that wasn’t a flat rectangle, just in case his elusive companion was hiding behind it. He wasn’t. 

Talenn ran his fingers through his hair again, trying to calm down. He’d faced down hordes of golshaes, not to mention endured through years of having to deal with the various lords of Litania and its royal family without it showing on the outside how much either bothered him. 

He looked at his fingers. Now they were shaking. Really? This was such a bad time to suddenly be distressed about things. 

‘Sun, where are you?’ Talenn shouted it the second time, just in case the other was close enough by to hear him. 

There was no reply. 

Making his way down, getting jostled on the narrow stairs by miners racing up them, desperate to gather their belongings from their rooms and get out of here. 

They must have come in on slower wagons, some detached part of Talenn’s mind observed coldly as he dodged the frantic bustle having erupted throughout the whole building.

He arrived outside in time to catch the tail end of what had been a heated conversation. 

‘Ye’re saying it’s true then?’

There was no one left to answer the question aside from Deeger, who was now stripping the exhausted horses of their harnesses. He sent them off with a couple of loud hyahs, simultaneously annoyed with not being able to bring them along — but right now they’d only slow them down — and hoping they’d be alright, that they’d have the sense to get out of the way of the black Mass that was making its way to Delos. 

One thing was sure, he didn’t expect to see them again either way.  

‘Golshaes. Thousands of them,’ Joe muttered darkly, picking up the discarded harnesses and tossing them onto the porch, out of the way. 

Kiras let out a string of untranslatables and spat on the ground. ‘Ye’re supposing they’re coming here?’

Deeger, confident the heavy wagon wasn’t going anywhere, made his way into the house, jingling the keys in his pocket as he did so. The keys to the storerooms in particular. He didn’t even entertain the idea of the kitchen having been anything but ransacked at this point. 

‘Beelining it for the city from what I saw,’ Joe said, giving the dwarf an affirmative nod as the two passed each other. 

‘Hleheim’s balls!’ Kiras swore. 

In truth, there’d been so many, the front had been so wide, Joe figured they’d march right over Delos even if they weren’t aiming for the city. As if it wasn’t even important. 

‘Of course they are,’ Kiras growled, stomping his feet to get rid of some of the frustration boiling up, each impact of his heavy boots on the dusty and sandy street accompanied by another swearword, some of them made up right there, on the spot.

He made his way to the others, thanking their lucky stars that half the group wasn’t off somewhere in the city at this very moment. One person being unaccounted for at a time like this was bad enough. 

At about the same time as Talenn caught up with the rest of them, Ardvin came around the corner of an outbuilding, leading a four-horse team. The horses must have picked up on the tension in the atmosphere, for the normally placid draught animals nickered and snorted nervously as the young man waved to them, motioning for them to help him backing the team into place, thanking the seven stars that on this wagon all they needed to do was to take the final lengths of clinking chain and hooking them up to their corresponding positions on the front of the wagon. This was not the time to worry about a skittish team.

In addition, a number of people were beginning to load up the wagon itself with supplies, some electing to stay on the flat-bed to ensure no one else made off with the goods.

Even Mumaril was there. Though he’d secured himself a spot close behind the driver’s seat, on top of a large, heavy, brown, sack, rather than helping with the loading. 

Erendael frowned at the lack of weapons, larger ones that was, but it wasn’t like a boarding house for miners was going to be pulling out a fully stocked armoury from the shadows of a hidden basement. Too bad. They could have done with them.  

Another set of people he vaguely recognized after having been here for weeks brought around a second wagon, this one pulled by only two horses, pulling it to a stop as close to the front door as they could get. 

Soon enough both wagons were loaded up with supplies and people alike. Deeger had shooed off everyone else on the street trying to hitch a ride, some quite threateningly. 

From what the group could tell, everyone helping to make ready the wagons knew each other. Of course they did. Not only did they all work at the same place. They lived at the same place, too. If anything, Kiras, Erendael, Carlise and Devan all felt very much like the outsiders, despite helping out.

Talenn would have felt like that, too, if he hadn’t been too busy worrying about the last member of their little party. He kept glancing up and down the street every time he stopped what he was doing, hoping to spot the black clad former thief.

So far, there was no sign of him. A fact that didn’t bode well in Talenn’s mind. 

He wasn’t entirely sure why neither Joe nor Ardvin had decided to argue with them about securing their own spots on the soon to be travelling vehicles. Sure, they did stay at the house, but they weren’t their responsibility. They weren’t friends​[‡]. 

There’d been a moment there, when Joe had thrown his own satchel onto the back of the wagon, that, for a moment, it had looked as if he’d meant to tell them all to go find their own ride, then changing his mind before the words were actually spoken out loud. 

The reason wasn’t complicated, if anyone had taken a moment to consider the situation they’d found themselves in. Joe knew the people living in his house. While quite a few of them could hold their own in a brawl, none of them were trained for combat. Nor did they come with their own extensive supply of armour and armaments. These new folk did. So he hadn’t tossed them off. Experience told him that it would be a good thing to have people about who could actually fight and he figured that they’d be of some use out there, and that, in turn, gave his own people a better chance of staying alive. 

That seemed a good thing. He was a great friend of staying alive.

Another, and not entirely separate, reason was that none of them looked like they were about to take no for an answer. For some, it wasn’t hard to imagine that the thought hadn’t even crossed their minds. 

Mostly it was for the first reason.

Giving everyone a quick nod, Joe Deeger climbed up onto the driver’s seat. Not a moment later Ardvin had clambered on-board the driver’s seat of the secondary wagon. Both flatbeds behind them filled with supplies and people. 

Well, mostly with people. 

‘Hope ya’ve all on-board, ‘cause we’re leaving,’ Joe called out, his grim countenance enough to discourage the other stragglers. Well, that and the bill hooked looking thing he’d wedged in behind him. 

Dey shoved his way past several others, leaping onto the wagon at the last moment. 

Joe clatched the reins. The team, already skittish, jerked the wagon into motion, trotting down the street. 

‘Wait, we’ve still got people missing,’ Talenn called out, standing up, a little unsteadily, in the moving vehicle. 

‘We’re leaving!’ Deeger growled. ‘Ya want to wait for ya friend, ya can get off my bloody wagon!’ 

‘But what about the wizard?’ Devan asked, looking about, bewildered. 

‘What about the wizard?’ Joe asked, throwing him a strange look. ‘Ya mean ole Farsalos?’

‘Yes,’ Kiras replied gruffly, standing steadily on his feet behind the driver’s seat and holding on to the back of it with one hand.

‘We still need him,’ Erendael tried to explain without actually telling Joe anything. 

‘I’m more worried about Sun,’ Talenn admitted. ‘But the wizard is kind of important, too.’

‘Can’t do a thing about ya friend. But the old kook, that’s on the way out of town,’ Deeger said. ‘A mage would be mighty handy right about now, I admit.’ 

Deeger clenched his jaw as he took a firmer hold of the reins, guiding the team through the ever restless streets. ‘We can pick him up on the way — assuming he hasn’t skedaddled already. Wizards are a flighty lot!’ The man clatched the reins sharply. ‘Hyah!’

Talenn kept an eye out for Sun as the wagons rolled along the dusty and increasingly frantically occupied roads of the city of Delos. It was desperate, the logical part of his mind kept insisting. 

The rest of him didn’t care and told that particular part to shut up and to keep looking. Who knew, they might run into him on the way. Stranger things had happened on this journey so far. 

Far, far, stranger things...

It was therefor rather disappointing that they hadn’t run across him by the time Joe brought the wagons around an intersection, turning down one of the side streets, and, turning a corner that looked too tight even in normal circumstances, brought them out to the end of the street where the wizard lived and worked. 

Farsalos, against all possible odds, hadn’t heard about what was happening. He’d been lost in his own business and, at first, hadn’t been at all happy to see them, any of them. 

Some rapid, and, from some voices chiming in, not entirely coherent, explaining later, and the old wizard looked positively aghast. 

‘Close? What do you mean close?’ Farsalos managed between noises that could only be described as squeaks​[§].

The old wizard’s voice rose several octaves for every second word coming out of his mouth. His eyes were opening wider and wider in unison. Any other time he would have shot to his feet upon the news. That’s certainly what he felt like doing, but he was already standing. 

Erendael continued explaining as quickly as he could, while Devan, in the doorway, kept shouting at them to hurry up. Joe hadn’t stopped the wagons. They’d needed to jump off and run ahead to have any chance of getting in and out in time, preferably with the wizard in tow. 

By the end, the wizard’s voice – which was normally a deep hum, had turned distinctly falsetto. ‘And you’re only telling me now? Couldn’t you have told me sooner?’

Farsalos turned on his heels and rushed out of the room. 

‘Sooner than what?’ Devan asked. ‘We just got here, too.’

Erendael tried not rolling his eyes. He could just imagine what Sun would have said if he’d been here. Something along the lines of “What did he think? I don’t know about the rest of you, but if I start talking to people in my head and they actually, you know, answer, I’d think I’d be going nuts,” while raising a quizzical eyebrow at his companions, most likely.

‘We came as fast as we were able,’ Erendael said. Not that the wizard heard him, he’d already begun rummaging around for what to bring with him.  

‘No, we didn’t, we—

Devan’s words turned into a muffled yelp as Erendael grabbed him. ‘Don’t annoy the wizard,’ Erendael hissed in his ear.

‘Alright. Alright.’ Devan pulled his arm away. ‘No reason to get personal.’

‘Talenn’s not going to be happy,’ Erendael said and rubbed at tired and sand-filled eyes. ‘I think he really hoped to catch Sun here and be a lot happier to see him than the wizard, no matter how useful the fellow might turn out to be.’

It couldn’t merely be bad luck that the recreant hadn’t been anywhere near the place they’d rolled by on their way out of the city, could it? 

He wasn’t sure what Talenn would end up doing if they’d ended up having to leave Sun behind. Aside from that it would most certainly have been foolish. And probably rather dangerous. 

What had he been doing out there in the city in the first place? That was the question. Erendael wanted to know, but now wasn’t the time to ask. There wasn’t anyone to ask, to start with. He settled for hopping from foot to foot as they all waited impatiently for the wizard to finish packing. 

At least he didn’t seem intent on bringing anything heavy, like boxes. He’d quite lit up when he’d heard they had a couple of wagons. Trust a wizard not to want to walk anywhere. 

They weren’t sure what to make of this new, energetic angle, as Farsalos had carried himself quite sedately when they’d visited before. But they weren’t complaining. Under the circumstances it was a welcome revelation. 

If anything, the wizard was rushing back and forth between different parts of his house not unlike a whirlwind, constantly mumbling to himself. They caught the odd bit of sentence as he flew past, but he clearly wasn’t talking to them. 

‘If you could hurry up, your wizardship,’ Erendael urged him. ‘We really need to go.’

‘I know. I know,’ Farsalos called over his shoulder as he dashed past again, into a room he’d already gone in and out of several times since they’d arrived – each time seeming emptyhanded. 

“Seeming” being the word there. With wizards, it was hard to tell. Who knew what they might be able to squirrel away? Still, it’d be nice if he finished whatever he was doing – some sort of packing presumably — before what they were running from actually caught up. 

Very nice, in fact. 

‘We need to leave now!’

Farsalos pulled at several vials and bottles, mixing pendants and small, velvety, bags with more ordinary supplies. He seemed to be throwing them in haphazardly. 

‘We’ve been trying to leave for the past ten minutes you old coot,’ Erendael grumbled. Apparently his reluctance about insulting wizards didn’t extend to himself. 

‘Croton? CROTON? Where are you, you useless boy? Pack up! We’re leaving!’

Farsalos apprentice, who’d been keeping his head down and out of the way elsewhere in the house, stuck said head through a nearby doorway. All he’d been hearing was a lot of yelling and running around. He’d figured it was safest to stay out of it. Now he wasn’t sure if his ears were deceiving him or not. 

What was going on? The old man never went anywhere. He didn’t need to. In Delos, everyone came to him. 

That idea of a “cushy” job, was what had attracted him in the first place. He could have done without the yelling and things occasionally blowing up in his face, but it was a lot better than running helter-skelter all across the lands trying to make a living. 

‘But, master, you never go anywhere?’ Croton stuttered, disbelief tripping his tongue and tying it into twists. 

‘That was then. This is now,’ Farsalos called back from the other side of the room. ‘Grab your kit.’

‘But, master...’

‘Now, boy! Unless you want to get ripped to shreds and have dark creatures from the beyond feast on your flesh?’

Well, if the old man was going to put things like that, Croton thought. He didn’t feel he was quite at the level where you stared down soul sucking monsters with nothing but your bare hands and a plucky attitude. 

‘Right away, master!’

Croton disappeared, his packing a lot noisier than the wizard’s had been. A lot faster, too, for he was soon standing in the room with the rest of them, hopping from foot to foot, impatiently. 

Meanwhile, Farsalos was following his own advice. 

Usually, he never worked spells with an audience present. It was better that way. He got paid more when people believed things where “complicated” or “hard” to do. Pestered less about trivialities, too. Besides, keeping magic a mystery, that was half of the story right there. 

But this was not the time to be coy about such things. Aside from a satchel and some things he tucked away in his clothes, everything else he’d tossed haphazardly onto the floor. 

Now he raised his staff, concentrated, and everything shimmered. There was a sort of ripple in the air and everything was sucked in on itself. At least, that’s what it looked like. When the light faded, left on the table was a single, green, marble. 

‘That should do it,’ Farsalos nodded, satisfied. 

‘So, you are leaving?’ Erendael asked. ‘Now?’

The wizard huffed. ‘Of course I am,’ he said. ‘Do you take me for a fool? You will not be finding me putting myself between a mere city and an army of golshaes. How in the name of the Lord of Light did they get so many? There are no natural aetherium deposits. Ooo, I do hope they’re not... Oh, that would be bad.’

Farsalos’s face sort of trailed off, as if the thought that had suddenly struck him was too abhorrent to even think and was immediately purged, leaving a somewhat glazed over expression in his eyes. He shook his head, trying to get the clarity back. This was not the time. 

‘Would that be bad? Worse, somehow?’ Erendael asked. Personally, he felt that golshaes, plural, was bad enough. 

‘Nothing, nothing,’ Farsalos waved him away. 

‘What about travel supplies?’ Devan asked, seeing that the wizard carried nothing with him except the tools of his trade. ‘You didn’t pack anything actually useful.’

Not that there had been much time to do so. He hovered around the door. Peering out he could see that the wagons would begin to pass them by in only a few moments. 

There was a derisive snort from the old wizard. ‘What am I? A fool? No.’ He parted his robe, patted his belt, and inserted the newly formed marble into one of the few empty sockets. Small metal teeth grabbed the stone as it was pressed in and the marble clicked into place. 

‘I always have the minimum with me,’ Farsalos huffed. ‘The wise man packs for an emergency before the emergency.’

Sun, who’d had more run-ins with wizards than his companions, would have wondered just how much of his whole inventory Farsalos was now wearing. He’d have been willing to bet it was quite a lot of it​[**]. Seemed this wasn’t the first time this one had needed to set out in a hurry. 

While sorcerers used metal ornaments to store spells and either raw or refined arcane energy, wizards preferred working with more organic materials for much the same purpose. Erendael knew they were known for heavily favouring long staffs, which often did double duty as walking sticks and, in a crowd of even reasonably tall people, made them very easy to spot. 

But where sorcerers tended to accumulate and value only the power itself, wizards – or some wizards, he should say – were serious pack-rats. A wizard’s tower, while only containing a limited amount of space on the outside, could contain a great deal more, if you knew where and how to look, on the inside. 

Of course, they didn’t particularly like said “items” walking out of said tower, so they were also quite liberal and very creative in the ways they guarded them. 

Erendael did wonder how much of what Farsalos was wearing was simply decorative, if any of it. How many had magical spells on them. In them. Which stones were similar vessels of containment? The thick emeralds in the earrings? The large red stone on the gold bracelet on his left hand? The multiple, smaller, polished stones of various colours that adorned his right? 

He felt his gaze move downwards. Even the shoes, which looked soft and clearly not up for travelling on dusty roads, were dotted with tiny baubles. 

No, it wouldn’t surprise him at all if the fellow was walking around carrying – well, wearing, technically – his entire inventory. 

Wizards did have a reputation for always being seen wearing the same outfits throughout the years. Most people attributed it to them being, well, wizards and probably absentminded about the goings on unlike people like “them” with both feet on the ground – whoever this “them” was. 

He felt like he’d stumbled across a revelation. It actually made sense. Besides, he could relate. He knew a thing or two about “hiding” away his precious tools, and other things, in his clothes. 

It wasn’t as if he’d ever considered walking around carrying all his gear if he’d done so normally. Why, he’d clank at every step he took – assuming he wasn’t crushed under the sheer weight of it all. 

At least, that’s what he felt it was like. Compared to the wizard, he’d suddenly gotten a whole new definition of the meaning of the words “travelling light”. 

Though, now that he thought about it, he could see no reason for why you shouldn’t be allowed to do both at the same time. Kiras certainly seemed to have mastered that aspect if he was any judge. 

‘But, we need your help?’ Devan spluttered from the doorway into the street. 

‘Bah!’ Farsalos said and paused a moment to check on his droopy hat in the mirror – one last, normal, thing to do before leaving the house. ‘What you need is a new mind, boy. You don’t want to get between a mass of golshaes and their goal ... whatever that is.’

He turned, as if seeing them all for the first time. His brows knotted suspiciously. ‘Do you know what it is?’

‘No,’ Erendael admitted. 

The rest of them shook their heads. They didn’t know, either. 

‘Neither do I,’ the wizard snapped, as if that was obvious. ‘You say they’re coming this way?’

‘Oh yes,’ Erendael nodded. 

‘Then Delos is in the way of whatever that goal is. I imagine it won’t be for long. Not if they’re as many as you say there are.’

‘Can’t you, you know, stop it?’ Devan asked. That’s what wizards did, wasn’t it? They waved their hands about and the world went back to normal​[††]. They dealt with the bigger threats. Well, this was a big threat, wasn’t it? So, shouldn’t the nearest wizard, well, deal with it?

Farsalos snorted again. ‘Me? I’m just one person? You think I can take on an army?’

His eye twitching, Devan tried to restrain himself. ‘I was thinking a bit more generic,’ he said. ‘And can we take this lovely talk on a walk, please? I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not try to outpace a pack like this on foot!’

‘Oh? Ah, I see. Hmm... I’m... I’m not sure. Golshaes are difficult even in small packs,’ Farsalos said. ‘But they can be killed. A question of the right people for the job, that’s all. I am not that person. Now, less stupid questions and more action.’ 

They followed the wizard as, with his apprentice by his side, he strode out onto the street. 

‘Isn’t there anything you can do to help us? To help them?’ Erendael waved at the people going about their day around them – no wiser to the approaching danger than a caterpillar was of the oncoming firestorm about to erupt from beneath the earth. 

Apparently, the news hadn’t reached this part of the city, yet. 

‘This isn’t the old days,’ Farsalos said — momentarily looking tired. ‘You don’t send out a call for help and, before you know it, problem-solvers extraordinaire show up on your doorstep. Is that yours?’ 

He pointed towards the two sturdy-looking wagons taking up much of the street outside. They’d have been going faster if there hadn’t been so many people in the way. 

Erendael couldn’t decide if that was good or bad. Moving quicker would get them farther away from the golshaes, but it’d have also meant they’d have taken too much time convincing the wizard to leave and would now have to walk, as a result now being, probably, much slower than said golshaes and, subsequently get run down and impaled with something. 

He didn’t say any of that out loud. But the thought played in the back of his mind, again and again. 

‘What? Oh, yes,’ Devan said, finding himself nodding, as if moving his head would get them all going faster.

Their friends waved at them, urging them all to hurry up.

The lot of them were unceremoniously hoisted on-board and left to find whatever spot they could. With two more people than they’d expected, it was getting rather cramped, leading to several people clambering to sit on top of some of the boxes and crates. 

They’d have to hope Joe wasn’t going to get the team into a gallop once they got out of the city because perching precariously on top of a not entirely stable wooden contraption sitting on a bit of wood with wheels was just asking for the first bump on the road to throw them off. 

Assuming there were roads where they were going.  

By now the streets were turning into a jumbled mess. Lots of it was mere confusion. Some of it was basic nature reasserting itself. The rest was a scrambled desperation of trying to get out as quickly as possible vs bringing as much as possible with them. 

Apparently the news had spread to some, but not all, about what was about to happen. About what was happening — on the other side of the city. 

‘Guess they don’t think they’ll go around the city,’ Kiras said, gruffly, while holding on tight as they took an unexpected turn down what was barely wide enough to qualify as an alley.

‘Do you?’ one of the former miners asked. 

Carlise cleared his throat before deigning to answer with an, ‘Would we be here if we did?’

‘No,’ the other agreed.

There was a lot of confusion, but most people weren’t stopping anywhere long enough to catch, or give, an explanation as to what was happening — many of those that did were scoffed at anyway. Such things clearly didn’t happen here. Who’d bring an army to Delos? There was nothing here...

Some of that travelled with the two wagons. At the moment, most of it was concentrated on Talenn, who, after helping Farsalos on-board, hadn’t bothered with sitting down again. Instead he stared out among the throngs of people and buildings, as if glaring at it would materialize what he was trying to find.

‘Where the bloody hell is Sun?’ Talenn yelled.

‘Not here,’ Carlise replied, calmly.

Talenn shot him a withering look. ‘We can’t just leave him!’ he insisted.

‘Then you better hope he shows up,’ Carlise said. ‘He does seem to be able to look after himself,’ he added, as streaks of grey and blue began swirling in Talenn’s normally brown eyes. He held up his hands. ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

Talenn didn’t believe him. 

‘I told ya, anyone not here gets left behind,’ Deeger shouted over the increasing din. 

‘Wait!’

‘No.’

‘Fine. Fine!’ Ardvin yelled, the argument now loud enough he could catch it even from all the way over in the second wagon. ‘Just go!’

Not that Joe Deeger needed any encouragement on that part. He guided the team through increasingly troubled streets. 

It was lucky they had him driving, Devan thought. He, himself, would have gotten lost thrice over in the many streets, and twice as much in the back alleys, they were taking. The one thing the route had in common was that it was far less crowded than some of the streets they had to, occasionally, cross.  

Bells were starting to ring all over the city. Deep, clanging, metallic. Most of them weren’t large, and usually played melodies in harmony. All of them going off at once was producing a sound that, while clearly bells, also tried to bury into your spleen via your ears — turning the rest of the body in-between into a tense mess trying to drown out the cacophony. 

What had been confusion was rapidly turning into pandemonium. The one thing in their favour was that people were now all flowing in the same direction. Away. 

As a result, they left Delos surrounded by others. Outpacing wagons pulled by heavy, muscular, draught animals. Those drawn by horses carrying far less people. Passing people on foot. Getting passes in turn by, freed from the constraints of the streets, riders pushing their mounts into gallop. 

Beyond the outskirts of the city, you could see people scurrying away. That was the best way to describe them, Devan thought. They all had a sort of urgency in common. Something wild about their eyes. Their faces. Hastily gathered belongings. Some carrying nothing more than a knapsack. Others having gathered everything, including the family goat, and grandma. 

A few had bundled their belongings and themselves into carriages. Those tended to be wealthier. Or, at least, the carriages belonged to wealthy people. They might not be used by their owners at this exact moment. Most, however, were on foot. 

None had heard an official declamation. They weren’t waiting for one. 

‘Did you get a message sent off to the Quasar?’ Deeger called over to the other wagon which had pulled up alongside his. 

Ardvin nodded. ‘Don’t know if he got it. Guess he’ll believe it soon enough. No idea if he’d want to try to fight it out or abandon the city.’ 

‘What? Like an “abandon ship” but for cities?’ Devan asked. 

Ardvin shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Makes sense to me,’ Carlise said. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever heard of one being used before.’

‘No, people in cities tend to huddle together and close the gates when large masses of angry things appear on the horizon,’ Kiras said. 

‘Those places have walls,’ Erendael pointed out. He wondered how Icim N’aima would have reacted to the revelation they had ten thousand golshaes on their doorstep. Not by running away, he was sure of that — though the elven City of the Dawn didn’t have walls, either. 

Looking behind them, the last of the houses were already dwindling in the distance. 

‘This place isn’t going to be safe for some time,’ Erendael mused. ‘If ever.’

‘If there really is an army of monsters out there, it won’t be here,’ Kiras pointed out to him. He tried to peer behind them, but there was no sign of the invading party. The city was now between them and it. And a good thing that was, too, he thought. 

There was, however, a massive orange cloud rising into the sky on the far side of Delos from where they were. They were getting closer. 

He was doubly grateful for not having to try to outrun them on foot. He’d had enough of walking to last several lifetimes. Glancing down, he checked if the body he was sitting on was stirring. No. Talenn seemed out cold, still. 

While he regretted the necessity, it wasn’t as if the man had been able to be reasoned with, at the time, getting increasingly restless as they’d drawn closer and closer to the edge of the city. 

As he’d prepared to jump off the wagon and head back in among the buildings, the dwarf had, as gently as possible, bopped him on the head with the handle of his axe. 

Kiras grimaced. Talenn was going to be more pissed-off than a hyenic chained up in a chicken house once he woke up. But what was he supposed to have done? Let the man run off to get himself killed?

It wasn’t long after that they’d left the city itself behind them that there was a loud holler. One of their fellow wagons making its escape, not quite as heavily ladened with people as Joe’s was at this point, veered in their general direction, both driver and several of the passengers waving their arms in recognition. A gesture that a number of people on the Deegers’ wagons returned, relieved to see others they knew having gotten away. 

The reunion was kept on rolling, though there were now three wagons travelling not only in the same direction but together. As the heat of the day kept rising, they all began to huddle down, trying to find shade by strapping blankets between the driver’s seat and some of the crates. 

It was only partially successful. 

It was as, turning around, some distance from the city, with trains of endless wagons snaking their way between the two points, that Kiras finally acknowledged where he was sitting. On top of Talenn. 

‘Can I get off ye now?’ he asked, casually. 

There was a string of muffled obscenities from below. The body began to wiggle. A clear sign it was awake. In this case, that wasn’t the only thing it was. 

‘Get off me!’ Talenn growled. 

‘Ah, ye are awake,’ Kiras said. ‘I was getting worried I might have knocked ye out a little too hard.’ He stretched out a hand. Talenn slapped it away, angrily. 

‘I can’t believe you did that,’ Talenn rounded on the dwarf. Still sitting down it was unusual to be looking “up” at him. ‘Why did you hit me?’ he asked. He felt around his head, checking for blood. There didn’t seem to be any, but it still hurt like tomorrow’s sunburn. Talenn wasn’t entirely sure if the ringing sound he was hearing was some very badly tuned bells or if it was just his ears.  

‘Didn’ae leave me much choice, did ye?’ Kiras replied. He didn’t look apologetic. ‘Ye’d have preferred we’d let ye run off? Into that?’ he pointed behind them, where smoke was now beginning to rise from the far end of Delos.

The mass of golshaes had covered the distance between the canyon mine and the city faster than any of them had anticipated. That wasn’t good. The three drivers exchanged a worried look, then urged the horses to pick up the pace. 

Right now, getting away was more important than how far they could get. If they could throw off the golshaes from their trail, that wasn’t nearly as important. It wasn’t as if they were hunting them especially. 

At least, every single person on-board, hoped that that wasn’t the case. There wasn’t one among them where a small voice echoing from deep within, a ghostly whisper, worried that they might just be doing exactly that. 

It didn’t make any sense. But then fear rarely did. 

At the moment, however, it was beginning to sound as if their biggest problem was a lot closer at hand. 

‘Hey! Pipe it down back there. Ya start rocking this here wagon and ya’re right off it, ya hear!’ Joe growled over his shoulder, while never taking his eyes off the path ahead.

Talenn, having gathered himself together again, stared hard at his supposed friends. This wasn’t over. Not even close. 

His fist tightened. Some fingers twitched. The top of his head itched, as if ears he didn’t have shivered in invisible emotion. 

‘It would be most unwise to move, my friend,’ Erendael said. 

‘How dare you? Don’t you dare say that to me!’ Talenn snarled. His brown hair was starting to glow blue and lengthen. ‘You just left him back there. Why didn’t you wait?’ 

‘I said, no waiting,’ Deeger called back over his shoulder, this time actually turning around and, as a result, did a double-take at what he was seeing. 

He switched his attention back to the team. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but it seemed like a better choice to stay out of the affairs of angry people surrounded by angry, blue, glowing fires. 

Tiny icicles were forming in the air around the wagon. Joe swatted one out of the way. The horses kicked. Those things stung when they touched you.  

‘Stop that, Talenn,’ Devan tried to calm his companion. ‘You’re drawing attention to us.’

‘Good!’ Talenn snapped right back. 

‘Please. Stop it, Talenn,’ Erendael pleaded. ‘Don’t be stupid!’ 

Talenn would have taken a swing at him, if he hadn’t already been pinned down by Kiras, or, judging by the way his powers were flickering in and out of existence, not being able to concentrate on what he was doing long enough to throw him off. 

‘Don’t worry so much. I’m sure Sun’ll be just fine. He’s plenty resourceful,’ the half-elf said. ‘It’s not the first time he’s needed to catch up with the rest of us.’

‘That’s not the same thing!’ Talenn hissed between clenched teeth. 

Kiras didn’t think this was the best time to mention that their friend’s biggest advantage right now was that he wouldn’t stand out – as much – among the invaders. That alone gave him a better chance at surviving than anyone else in the city. In fact, them being there too might just have made matters worse. They wouldn’t be able to pretend. 

Going from Talenn’s reaction, he was clearly feeling very differently about it all. He understood that. But he wasn’t about to risk the lives of three wagonloads of people, most of them not ever having seen a full scale battle before, for one individual. Not even if he was a friend. 

‘Get off me!’

‘You promise to behave ye-self?’ Kiras asked. 

Talenn growled at his, effectively, captor. His hands kept clenching on their own, reflexively. He let his head fall back, hitting the wooden boards of the flat bed, painfully. 

Venting part of his frustration through his nostrils. 

This felt wrong. All of it. 

It was wrong. 

But he couldn’t even control himself right now. What would happen if he leapt off and tried to run back to the city? What if Sun wasn’t even in the city? Then, what if he was? 

Did it matter if he, Talenn, didn’t know what he was doing? Wasn’t what he should be doing, regardless, be going in the opposite direction? They could solve the golshae problem ... somehow.

‘I’m sure Sun would rather know you were safe than rushing into a city becoming overrun with things that could kill you, Talenn,’ Erendael said, softly. 

‘Curses upon you all!’ Talenn shouted. It would have been louder, but his throat was threatening to tighten so much it’d cut off his air-supply any moment now. Damn it. Why did the man have to say that out loud? Why did it have to be true? 

If he did rush back, the first person who’d scold him for it would be Sun himself. Talenn felt some of the fight drain out of him. 

‘Fine,’ Talenn tried to hold back the sneer, but didn’t quite manage to keep his eyes from not welling up. ‘I’m not forgetting this.’

No-one expected him to. 

The steady stream of wagons, animals, carriages and people streamed out of the merchant city at varying paces, emerging from the maze of streets and buildings, all making for the very limited amounts of roads leading out into the wilderness. 

Almost all. Rather than taking the main — well, only, road in their current direction — Deeger soon steered their collection of wheels out into the hard, dry, lands that surrounded Delos. 

There were smaller, some barely noticeable, paths meeting up with the main road there. It was onto one of those the three wagons turned. 

It felt familiar. Like no time had passed at all since they’d come this way. Only, back then, they’d been heading in the opposite direction. 

‘Why did we even come here?’ Devan complained. 

Erendael shrugged. ‘How were we supposed to know that’d happen?’ 

‘No one could have known,’ Carlise said.

‘And now we’re on the move again, and still no wiser as to what we should be doing,’ Erendael said. 

There was a loud harrumph from Kiras.

‘This wasn’t supposed to be ‘tis complicated,’ he grumped, then caught himself on the lid of a hastily nailed down crate. ‘Ouch!’ Not wearing his armour, he’d felt that. Normally he didn’t have to worry about things like that.

Talenn tried to sit up, ending up scrunched between two heavy sacks and a broad-shouldered miner, his legs entangled in those of the people on the opposite side of the wagon, even when he’d pulled them up and put his arms around him – which unfortunately meant his entire body rocked with every uneven patch of ground they hit. And out here, that was practically all the ground there was.

As uncomfortable as his body was, however, it was nothing compared to the state of the rest of him. 

The lack of space shoved them all uncomfortably close together. Those scrunched up against kegs and crates had it the worst. Nothing like a sharp corner poking into you at every jolt of the wagon. 

Yet no one complained. It was still better than ending up in a golshae’s jaws. All around you, no matter where you looked, the faces all had versions of the same worried expression.  

There was something uncanny about just sitting there, all of them, and trying to stare over people’s shoulders. The landscape did little to inspire confidence. It was already roasting them. 

What conversation grew was mostly grumbles and whispers, as if talking too loud would attract too much attention. Draw the golshaes to them. 

Each thought such an idea foolish, yet never actually said so out loud. So they all kept up the staring match neither of them would ever be able to win. 

‘They seem to be on foot — from what little we saw,’ Devan said, finally not able to take the growing restlessness any longer. 

‘Moving at walking speed,’ Carlise corrected. ‘Not quite the same thing.’

‘Aye,’ Kiras found himself nodding. ‘The second heavily implies they can go faster, if they want to. We’ve seen our share of fast golshaes.’

‘This is true,’ Carlise acknowledged. ‘But what I’m saying,’ he threw a sharp glare from slitted, yellow, pupils, around, ‘is that unless they’re starting to send out some sort of cavalry after us, we should be able to keep ahead of them.’

This seemed to cheer several of the passengers up, before Talenn interrupted the, slowly self-convincing agreement that they were all probably safe, between the miners, with an, ‘Provided they actually need to stop and rest.’

He was sitting, arms crossed, a scowl plastered all over his face. There wasn’t a moment he wasn’t struggling with getting up and going in the opposite direction, back where they’d come from. 

The only reason he wasn’t doing exactly that was that he, now that he’d calmed a little, had no doubt Sun would never forgive him for getting hurt trying to help him. That didn’t mean he was taking the whole “sit and do nothing but hope those you care for are alright” well. 

At what point did you, should you, stop doing what they wanted and go after them anyway? Was there even one? No matter which option he chose, it was the wrong one. 

Devan interrupted his thoughts with a loud, ‘I don’t want to keep ahead of them. I want to get away from them!’

There was a round of agreeing murmurs. That was the general sentiment all around. 
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CHAPTER 2     
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Far too soon, the once great city of Delos had become an inferno. 

Fires were burning out of control, leaping from building to building with nothing to stop them. 

Torches left flickering burned down to ash. Lanterns, knocked over, set fire to stables and living rooms alike. Braziers, left unattended, were flung aside. Candles, already dripping with wax, fell and rolled onto once fine rugs as the city was rocked by the onslaught. 

Some burned themselves out. Others found excellent kindling, growing larger and more furious. 

Aside from the Mass, the fire was the only thing left alive and it, too, lived for what it had been given. Freed from the containers that had kept it docile, it spread and grew quickly, as if it was making up for all the time it had lost. 

On the streets were only broken remains of wagons and the carts of those who’d lingered too long. Along with their owners. Caught, unable to escape, the charred and mutilated bodies of former inhabitants lay alongside splintered pieces of boards. 

Some had been caught inside the houses, hiding from the attackers prowling the streets, only to be consumed by the flames. Burnt alive. 

Yet others had been cut down, or simply bowled over and trampled by those behind. Smushed into the pavement by the very people they had, the day before, considered neighbours and friends. 

A few had bits missing, as if chunks of flesh had been torn from their bones. Or, whole limbs, for that matter. 

The people whose heads remained attached to their bodies, in their faces you could still see the horror of their final moments. Lost to friends and foes alike. 

Now, lava red flames licked the walls of the towers, the spires. Greedy and excited they fought, competed, for which could reach the highest. A stark contrast to the night sky, the pillars of flame could be seen by even the most distant of those who’d fled from the city, turning the world behind them aglow, like the gaping maws of death, casting shadows as monstrous as those of the invaders themselves. 

As merciless as the Mass itself, piece by piece, the flames consumed Delos. 

It was not the place to be right now. Those citizens still in the city were finding that out. The lucky ones found it out quickly. 

Sun already knew it. That didn’t mean he liked it. He tried to keep low and out of sight. 

It wasn’t often that his appearance worked in his favour. Today was one of those few times. Unless he ran into someone actually from the city wielding some sort of weapon, believing he was one of the attackers. 

‘So, catching me coming and going, eh?’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Just my luck. Nothing’s changed there then.’

Despite how much of Delos was built out of stone it was remarkable how much there was to burn. 

The contents of houses. Building supports. Possessions. Goats. People. 

More than one wall crumbled and collapsed to heavy feet marching past. Debris that was soon exchanged for ashes. 

Foundations lost, alleys became death-traps – had there been anyone left to die. 

Platoons, bands of roving golshaes on the outskirts marched right through the remains of the city like a living, moving, wall that could not be stopped. Could not be broken. 

Before them, around them, were smaller, more nimble members of the Mass. They hunted through the streets. Climbed on top of the few buildings still standing. Anything still left alive. 

Whatever they wanted had long since been trussed up or, where there was a lack of ropes or chains, had their legs broken. Those had been thrown into a sort of movable cage for supper. 

The front line of the Mass, however, didn’t do anything but keep marching forwards, trampling anything in its path. By now they’d already passed Delos. 

Those among them that wore stained, heavy, armour clanked as they walked. The metal was bent out of shape – twisted and pierced where horny protrusion had burst through the recently born golshaes’ bodies. 

Some feet wore shoes. On some, the remains of steel-clad boots clung to hairy paws. Most, however, wore nothing. From the Mass’s progression, it seemed to make no difference. They all kicked up black dust and ash as they walked. A trail of ichor, oily slicks dripping behind them, marked their path. 

Tracking them was easy. The ground looked like if they were leaving a trail of bloody sores miles long. Sores that were still oozing. 

Here and there were hulking shapes. They were easily spotted, even at a distance. Not because of their size — though that certainly didn’t hurt — but because of the thick helmets, partly banged together by several smaller ones. Each crowned with a crude, but tall, arrangement that would have broken the necks of most people had they tried to wear them. 

In their eyes burned a fire like no other. It mirrored the destruction they’d left behind, revelling in it. They were points of burning embers vaguely in the shape of eyes. Two, four, six or one, however many the creatures now had, they all looked exactly the same. 

The city still made them a background, the red framing their bodies, glistening. They’d marched over the remains of buildings. Over people’s hopes and dreams. Over people. Animals. 

Dogs barking defiantly before the bodies of their dead masters. Cats caught in trees with no escape. Pets huddled in fear. Horses and drays trapped behind the shafts of wagons and carts. All had seen the same destiny. The same, unstoppable, grimness. 

Even a large proportion of the city’s population of rats had been caught in the frenzy. Their usual safe spots collapsing, they’d streamed out onto the streets – only to be met with the thick, heavy, feet of the Mass stomping down. 

Their teeth.

Their hunger!

Not that the trees and shrubs had fared any better. What hadn’t been hacked apart and carried off to use as fuel were soiled – as if the flowers’ bright colours and orderly rows of pots offended the attackers on a deep, personal, level. 

It made hiding very difficult. It certainly made it annoying, in Sun’s mind.

A while back, the more agonizing noises had stopped. The cries ringing out hollowly faded, lost in the grunting. The creatures had been torn asunder. There was nothing left to cry out, not even to whimper. 

Now they lay, scattered, throughout the city. Each footstep he took was in danger of slipping on something unpleasant. Each new sight was a new hurdle for even the strongest stomach to overcome. The smell fell into his mouth with each breath, rolling around, growing thicker. He tried breathing through the nose, but it didn’t help. 

‘Life’s become rather extinct around these parts,’ Sun mumbled to himself. 

It was a commodity that was coming up in short supply as, moving as stealthily as he could, Sun tried to find a way to leave without attracting unwanted attention. 

Or any attention at all. One thing was certain, the only thing in Delos that would live on for some time would be the memories of the atrocities committed here — even if the only thing left to remember it would be the wind blowing through the deserted streets once all this had passed. 

Sun shuddered at the thought. These were the types of memories that would pool. Would fester below ground. Linger, as years, centuries went by. Only to one day rise to the surface once more. Rise and hunger. 

He crouched down a little further. ‘The only good thing is that I won’t be around to deal with “that” problem,’ Sun said. 

He didn’t remember lurking being this difficult – or uncomfortable. Oh well ... for now the only danger in Delos was the assailants themselves. He wouldn’t need to worry about ravenous ghosts for a while. Though the way many of the golshaes snapped at each other – not with words, for so far he hadn’t heard a single one speak, but with yaps and growls, the language of fangs and tusks and claws, he wondered if he might not have been better off with the ghosts. 

The noises had to convey “something” though Sun wasn’t planning on staying long enough to create a dictionary. 

Heading towards the outskirts of the city little by little, Sun tried not to see what he saw. Still, the memories etched themselves into the back of his mind. 

He swore to himself, albeit quietly. They weren’t meant to become his ghosts. He swallowed, trying to shake them off. Bad memories. 

From what he could tell... No, there he went again. Hadn’t he just said that he wasn’t looking? Few locations had proved safe. As Sun traversed what remained of civilization in these parts, he was inclined to say that “none” had proved
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