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How to Read This Book
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If you’ve read and played gamebooks before, this will all be familiar. No dice, stats, or inventories required. Everything's choice-based, so you can jump right in.

For those new to this format of interactive fiction, the book consists of hundreds of numbered passages. Each passage ends with a prompt in bold text. Some prompts direct you to a specific passage to continue the story, others present a choice between two or more actions, each of which will take you to a different passage. These choices determine how the story unfolds.

The story ends when you reach a passage which concludes with the word End instead of a prompt. There are dozens of possible endings. If you return to the start of the book, or to a previous passage, you can make different choices and discover what other destinies await in Kharsalus.
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Go to 1 to begin.
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You won't remember her screams. You won't remember how Rhea Kyron claws at the pile of rugs and furs beneath her, how fireplace and candle lash the room with tongues of flame and shadow and transform it into an underworld. You won't remember the stench of blood, waste, and anguish. But perhaps an echo will lodge in the back of your brain, a primal understanding that all life is born amid fire and pain and gore and shit.

"Fucking gods!" Rhea sits up. Her face glistens in the glow and tangles of hair cling to her cheek and brow like seaweed. "Fucking gods!"

The midwife's apprentice bites her lip and glances at the window. Perhaps she expects heaven to respond with lightning bolts or hosts of angels wielding flaming swords. The old midwife just grins.

"Yeah," she says. "Pray if it helps."

"But..." the apprentice says.

"They've heard worse."

Gareth Kyron squats down and grips his wife's fingers. He wipes his other hand across his forehead, clears a cluster of dark curls from his eyes, and smears them with bodily fluids. The apprentice gawps.

"I told you it'd be messy," the midwife whispers. "Don't worry. Your first time's always hard."

The apprentice nods, manages a smile, opens her mouth, and vomits.

"Suh... Sorry!"

She blinks at them. Streaks and blobs paint her chin. She gulps, her eyes widen, and she brings her hand to her face so fast she slaps herself. But she presses her palm over her lips in time. Her cheeks bulge and deflate. She gulps once more, sucks it all back down, and exhales.

"Sorry!"

Rhea glares. Candle flames burn and shimmer in her eyes. Then she laughs. It bursts through the room, and her breaths shape it into an animal's chitter. Gareth's laughter barks next. The apprentice succumbs too. Her giggles spray orange-pink droplets across the floor. The midwife gazes at this madness, rolls her eyes, and adds her own chuckle.

Amid the absurdity, nature takes its course. Rhea's laughter dips into one last push and groan. The apprentice freezes but the midwife moves, and a wail slices into the world.

Rhea lies back on the furs. Her limbs sag and she gasps like she's suffocating, but a smile curves her lips. Gareth gawps at the bloody shape the midwife cleans and swaddles. The apprentice vomits again. No one pays any attention. Their gazes linger on you instead, and in this moment you lie at the centre of the universe.

"A boy," the midwife says.

Your father helps your mother sit up. She leans against him. The midwife brings you to them, and their eyes shine.

"Do you have a name?"

Gareth and Rhea stare. The midwife's wrinkles deepen into the beginnings of a frown. Perhaps she's spent countless minutes of her life clutching babes whose mother and father couldn't prepare two names yet somehow believe they're capable of raising a child. But your parents' eyes meet. They tilt their heads, turn back to the midwife, and the word comes in a chorus.

"Marcus."

"Marcus Kyron." The midwife nods.

She kisses your forehead, places you in your mother's arms, and Rhea and Gareth marvel at what they've brought into the world, at the gazing eyes and grasping hands. The midwife waits. Then she coughs. Beckons. Your mother clings. But at last she lets the midwife take you. This city has its traditions, like any other, and they must be upheld.

The apprentice wipes her mouth and coos over you, but the midwife glances and spurs her into motion. She opens the window’s shutters. A summer night breeze cools the room, moonlight mingles with fire and candle, and their gold and silver tussle over the shadows.

Kharsalus waits beyond the window. This flat perches atop a tenement at the edge of Tacachlan Hill, but it commands a view many mansions would envy. Most newborns' eyes make do with blurs of brick walls and slivers of sky. Yours gaze upon the city in all its glory. Torches flicker across taverns and the squares where merchants yell and shoppers bustle. Three moons hover above. They shimmer upon gardens, trees, and gravestones, upon the river that winds through Kharsalus and off into the world beyond, and on the other side of the city, past the houses, shops, and pubs, the Tyrant's palace looms in their light.

The midwife looks up at the heavens, moistens her tongue, and prepares to speak whatever prophecies and platitudes she can derive from the patterns of star, cloud, and moon, from the flight of bird or bat. She pauses. Her brow furrows.

"Strange..."

"Huh?" The apprentice blinks at her.

"So many paths, so many contradictions..."

"What's that mean?"

"He could be anything."

"Even a dragon?"

"You're a stupid girl, aren't you?" She sighs and kisses your forehead. "Whatever he'll become is in the gods' hands, and his own."

––––––––
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Go to 2.
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Infancy blurs. Sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures whirl around you. When something catches your attention, you stare with the eyes of a dreamer, mystic, or shroom-gobbler. Hunger, discomfort, and fears you can't comprehend make you wail. Pleasure sends you into fits of giggles that bemuse and delight your parents in turn.

All these experiences sink and dissolve in the lake of your mind. But in time a few things linger. Motes glimmer beneath the surface and coalesce into what you'll later think of as your earliest memories.

***
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Your father sits on the floor. He runs a cloth along an object that captures the sunlight and reflects your open mouth like a mirror.

"This one'll fetch a good price. Stupid bastard thought it was junk. Just needed a bit of cleaning."

He winks at you but you barely see, because he fades behind the beam of light and wonder. It's water, fire, and sky all at once.

Your mother calls from another room. He turns to answer, and you reach out to touch the magic.

"No!"

He snaps his head back round and jerks the sword away, but that suddenness and your grasp send steel across flesh. Redness blooms and shines along your palm.

Over the coming weeks you trace the scar again and again with your fingertip, and marvel at that new line on your skin. It really was magic...

***
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You like this woman. Her hair's the colour of swords, and her wrinkles deepen whenever she smiles, as if they share her merriment. Your parents tell you she's your grandmother, which your tongue compresses and garbles into 'Grammar'. This makes everyone laugh.

She opens a book and reads you stories by her fireplace. Beautiful nonsense. Strings of sound that please your ear. And maybe they please the fire too, because its flames dance to them, form and frame them.

Even later on, when you comprehend the tales Grammar tells, you still watch the fire instead of her face. Honey biscuits disintegrate between your teeth. Their crunch and sweetness occupy a faraway place, a distant Marcus enjoys them, while the fire transports your soul. The flames give life to her stories. They shape knights and monsters, princesses and treasure.

Then the story ends, and the fire is just a fire once more. You come to believe this too is a kind of magic.

***
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"Blue." You point and squint at the sky, and the sun blazes and bakes your face.

"Yes!" your mother says.

The two of you sprawl in front of your tenement, having fled the furnace within its walls. At least out here there's a breeze.

"Purple." You point up the street.

The girl’s plum-coloured dress swishes around her dark brown thighs. She glances down at you, and her sandal catches.

"Shit!"

She flails her arms like a bird taking flight, staggers several paces, then steadies herself and continues swishing.

"Shit." You sample the word and roll it around your tongue. "Shit!"

You giggle. Your mother sighs.

"Marcus, don't—”

"Blue shit!" You jab a finger at the sky and laugh.

Your mother tries to say something, but now she's laughing too. This mass hysteria inspires you.

"Purple shit!" You point at the girl's back, and then in the opposite direction. "Green shit!"

Your mother's laughter dies.

"Green shit?" You frown. For some reason, neither she nor this newcomer shares in the hilarity.

The goblin's yellow eyes flash. His mouth splits into a snarl and dagger teeth gleam, a golden gash in a face the colour of summer leaves.

You bawl long after he's left.

***
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Grammar looks peaceful. Her hair flows on either side of her face, silver-steel rivers. But why's she lying here instead of in her bed? Women chant in the next room. Their music drifts through the doorway and caresses the world.

You shift in your father's arms so you can look at him and your mother.

"Are they singing to wake her up?"

Your mum smiles and cries at the same time. Your dad hugs you.

Later they let you play in the cemetery while the adults cluster around a hole. You run among the gravestones until your legs tire, then lie beside a mound and watch an army of ants devour a slug with a thousand bites.
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[image: ]


You lean forward. The dog does the same. Your noses meet with a wet tap, then he draws back and licks your face.

Your dad brought you downstairs and left you with your neighbour for some reason. That's fine. You get to play with her dog, Ruffian. The two of you entertain each other, you nod off, and you wake up with his ball of warmth and fur pressed against you.

"Marcus."

Sleep blinks away from your eyes and a blur sharpens into your father's face.

"Come upstairs. Meet your sister."

Ruffian barks.

***
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Less.

That word rings in your head over the coming weeks and months, echoes again and again and becomes a mantra.

Less.

Your mother bakes her cakes and biscuits less. She says she's too busy. She reads to you less as well, and whenever she does sit down and open the book, Lissa wails and your heart sinks. Your mother always goes to Lissa when that stupid baby screams.

Lissa steals your father's attentions too. He used to whittle wooden toys or tell you what he'd sold at his stall that day, but now he only comes home after dark and he's too tired to do anything fun. But not too tired to pick Lissa up, to cuddle her and rock her on his shoulder.

There's even less food on your plate. Fewer days spent relaxing in the sun with your mother.

Less food.

Less fun.

Less mother.

Less father.

Less. Because of Lissa...

***
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You glare at your sister. She crawls on the floor and doesn't even notice. Your mum's in the kitchen, trying to clean Lissa's vomit off Grammar’s book without destroying its pages. Lissa makes a stupid laughing noise. You want to smack her.

She grabs at something with her fat, clumsy hand. A scrap of bread. She crams it into her mouth, chews, then spits it out, scowls, and crawls towards the couch. Stupid baby. She gropes under it, snags a bit of wood from one of the blocks your father used to whittle, and a thought penetrates your misery. Your sister's going to hurt herself.

She brings it to her mouth.

––––––––
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If you stop her, go to 3. If you let her eat it, go to 4.
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You snatch away your sister’s prize and she gawps at you, gropes for it. Her eyes quiver, glisten, and melt. She bawls.

"Lissa?" Your mother runs into the room, and she kneels and pulls Lissa into her lap. “What’s wrong? What’s wrong, Lissa?”

"Did you clean the book?"

"Don't cry." She hugs Lissa, pats her back, and the wails break into sobs. "Everything's okay."

"Mum!"

“What happened to her?” She looks up and frowns.

"Nothing! Mum, the book!"

"I had to cut some pages out."

She carries on patting Lissa’s back, coos to her. Lissa giggles. You clench your fist and the piece of wood digs into your flesh.

***
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Seven Years Later...

––––––––
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"Where is he, Mum?" You lean out of the window. “Where is he?”

You ask the summer evening, ask the three moons, ask the silver streets and buildings. But most of all, you ask that distant smudge of lantern and torchlight, and plead with the marketplace to set your father free.

"Marcus! That's dangerous."

You snort, but you shift your weight off the sill and back onto your heels.

"We need to go soon," you say, "or we'll miss it."

But your mother doesn’t spring into action. She just sits there by the unlit fireplace, and she slides the needle in and out of the nightshirt she mends.

"Your father will be here if he can. You know how busy he’s been, thank the gods..."

If he can? If? The words crash and plummet through your head. It's your birthday! He has to come!

"...and if he can't, there'll be other nights and other bards."

You clamp your mouth shut and stifle a swearword that'd earn you a clip round the ear.

Other bards? Other bards!?! Doesn't she understand? Your grandmother would've. She knew the difference between the city's cheap tavern musicians and the travelling masters, between boring love ballads or drinking songs and true storytelling. If you don't make it to The Debonair Walrus tonight, it could be years before Oswald Arnwick visits Kharsalus again. And hearing him perform is supposed to be your birthday present!

"Mum, can't you take me instead?"

"Your sister’s asleep. We can't leave her here on her own."

"She won't even know we're gone."

"Marcus, no." She pierces the fabric with her needle, ties off the thread, looks up, and her face softens. "Why don't you go outside and play with the other boys?"

You open your mouth to tell her how stupid that is, how it'd be like eating a heel of hard bread instead of going to a banquet. But ideas simmer.

"Yeah."

You slip out onto the landing, down the stairs, into the street outside your tenement, and those ideas boil in your brain. Could you do it? The Debonair Walrus lies across the city, far beyond the places your parents let you wander alone at night. But...
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If you sneak off to The Debonair Walrus to hear the bard, go to 25. If you settle for hanging around the neighbourhood, go to 18.
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The piece of wood disappears into Lissa's mouth. She sucks at it. And it pricks her tongue or gums or the inside of her cheek, because she yelps, gulps, and opens her mouth to spit it out. But nothing emerges, not even a noise.

Her eyes gape.

Lissa’s throat trembles. She flops onto her side, thrashes, and her face twists and reddens.

––––––––
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If you help her, go to 8. If you just watch, go to 10.
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You follow Abdul Al-Azar and his two goons for days, watch them for so long you can tell the difference between Abdul’s various kameezes, though their purple cloth and gold embroidery almost match. You shadow them when they strut among the merchants’ stalls. Spy on them when they visit a neighbourhood to chase an overdue payment. Witness Abdul's arrogance, the cruelty beneath his grin, the sarcastic camaraderie that makes people's knees tremble.

Today he presents no such veneer. His eyes blaze the moment he enters the marketplace with his goons, as if someone pissed on his breakfast. Shoppers glance at him and lower their gazes. Merchants don their best fake smiles. Abdul approaches Claude the sweet-maker’s stall, and Claude babbles.

"You're here for more baklava! Right, Abdul?" He holds out a tray. "Best in Kharsalus! Ha ha ha ha!"

"Money. Now."

"Right! Right!"

Claude pulls the tray back, but Abdul grabs his wrist and Claude stumbles. The tray tilts. Squares and diamonds of pastry slide and glisten.

"Leave the baklava."

"Sure, Abdul! Sure!"

He sets the baklava down between them. Abdul tightens his grip, and brown skin whitens around dwarven knuckles twice the size of yours. Claude squeals. Abdul lets go and Claude staggers back, nurses his wrist. Claude’s smile wobbles. He ducks out of sight behind his table.

You move to keep both of them in view, and clip a goblin with your elbow. She swears and you swear back. Claude works a key into his strongbox, and the imprints of Abdul’s fingers glare on his pale skin. Abdul gobbles away. His scowl doesn't soften, and his eyebrows form a spearhead and attack his nose. One of his goons reaches for a piece of the baklava, and it could be Khalid or Raheem but you still can’t tell them apart like you can Abdul’s kameezes. Abdul grunts.

"Sorry, boss."

The goon withdraws his hand, and he and his brother exchange looks behind Abdul’s back. Abdul chews. He glowers at the space above Claude's head.

"Well, damn you?" Fragments of nut and pastry rain from his lips. "Where is it?"

Abdul leans over the table, seizes a handful of Claude’s hair, and yanks.

"I've got it! Got it!" Claude springs up. A velvet bag lands on the table and clinks against the tray. "Best in Kharsalus! I mean—”

"Bah!"

Abdul releases him, and crumbs and honey shine in the mess he’s made of Claude’s locks. He picks up his prize, tests its weight.

"If this is short..."

"It's not! Swear to the gods!"

Abdul grunts, passes the bag to one of the goons, and storms away. Claude glares and picks baklava flakes out of his hair.

Conversations fade. Gaggles of shoppers break apart. Everyone falls over themselves to clear Abdul Al-Azar's path, minnows fleeing from a pike. Merchants brandish their pouches before he even gets near. Abdul seizes each payment and snorts.

Mirabelle, the wine-seller, serves a customer. She hugs an amphora to her chest and haggles, but the customer looks around, sees Abdul, and hurries away. Mirabelle turns. Her eyes widen. She gropes for her payment with one hand, braces the amphora with the other, and Abdul snatches at the purse and snags her fingers. Mirabelle yelps, totters. Her amphora slips and topples towards her table.

The smash echoes through the marketplace. Faces freeze. Voices shatter with the pottery and wine sloshes in the void they leave behind. Dark, potent wine. You stand several paces away and the smell of its sour-sweetness still hits you.

Abdul Al-Azar stares down at the stain that seeps across his kameez, like a warrior absorbing the truth of a fatal wound. The purse in his hand bleeds too. Purple-black blood.

"I'm sorry!” Mirabelle grabs a rag and dabs at his kameez. “I..."

Abdul roars and swings the purse above his head. Coins rattle. Drops of wine fly in all directions, spatter Mirabelle’s face and Khalid and Raheem’s bare chests. He coshes Mirabelle in the side of her skull. She howls, spins, and falls.

He raises the purse for another blow. Its coins grate and clink. But Mirabelle lies out of reach, behind the table. She clutches her face. Moans. Abdul growls, tosses the purse to one of the goons, and stomps off. Khalid and Raheem trot after him.

"Stunty little arsehole!"

Abdul stops mid-step. The air changes, as if a hundred pairs of lungs have sucked it all in and forgotten how to exhale. Abdul whirls. His kameez flaps and splats, and Khalid and Raheem leap aside from his glare.

"Who said that?" Abdul’s face isn't brown anymore. It's almost the same colour as the wine. "Who?"

Your heart thumps.

Harold, the greengrocer. Your downstairs neighbour. You didn't see him say it amid the crowd, but you've heard his voice your whole life.

This is it! Your way into the tyranny's favour!
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If you walk up to Abdul and denounce Harold, go to 61. If you wait to speak to Abdul in private, go to 77.
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You catch Roddy alone. He lumbers from the back door of The Barmy Banshee, his family’s pub, and lugs a basin almost big enough to bathe in. He heaves it over and grey water sloshes out.

"Roddy..."

The basin clangs on the ground and he whirls and raises his fists. His muscles bulge, twitch. You suppress a smile. If he's already this pumped for battle...

"Marcus." He blinks and lowers his hands. "The fuck do you want?"

"They said you're going for the elves. Tonight."

"If you've spread that around..." Roddy looms over you. He snaps a glance at the Banshee’s kitchen doorway, grabs your arm, and jostles you into the shadows behind the tenements. “Have you fucking blabbed?”

"No! I... I just want to help!" You wince at the whine in your voice, but Roddy Ripper isn't a subtle boy, so you can't be either. “One of Yang’s lot gave me a kicking last week, and...”

"What? You want in?"

“Nah. They'd beat the shit out of me."

He looks you up and down. When you bend your knees, slouch, and push your shoulders back, you're a puny spectacle. You should know. You practised it long enough in front of the mirror.

"Yeah.” Roddy snorts. “You’d be useless in a fucking fight."

"But I've got something. For you!"

You hitch your tunic up and pull the sheathed knife out from your trousers. Roddy snatches it from you, turns it over in his hands, and you hold your breath. If he recognises it...

He draws the blade, tests the grip and weight, and eyes its edge.

You did the best you could. Rubbed, scraped, scratched. Made blade, guard, handle, pommel, and sheath look different from the ones he might remember from a couple of years ago, back before you reached through Fat Sul's window, stole this birthday present, then ran home and stashed it under your mattress.

"Nice.” His brow knits. “But—”

"You could whip it out. Scare him. Yang'd piss himself, in front of everyone!"

The blade glimmers in Roddy's eyes, and his thoughts dance around them like words did in the flames of your grandmother’s fireplace. Yang made him look like a loser once...

"Yeah. Thanks, Marcus!"

He grins. So do you.

***
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Bernie was wrong. The elf boys don't wank on that shrine of theirs. They sit in a circle near it, around a ring of stones and a pool of ashes.

"Wei." Yang touches his thumb and forefingers to his lips, pulls them away, and blows. "Got the good stuff?"

"Fresh from the forest." Wei rummages through his bag, and his black hair flaps across half his face.

Another elf arranges kindling inside the ring of stones. He grabs a tinderbox, fumbles it, and spills its contents among the sticks and ashes. Yang says something in their own language and everyone else laughs. The fire-maker winces, scrapes flint and steel, bows his head, and looks like he mutters something under his breath.

None of them look up. None notice you peer out from between the bricks.

You came early and found a good hiding place. The rest of this building probably crumbled long before you were born, maybe before the elves carved their shrine up here. Its ruins stand alone on the inner side of the clifftop, guards the slope that leads down to the lived-in parts of Tacachlan Hill, just like the Banshee guards the slope at the other end of the Hill that leads down to the rest of Kharsalus. You lie on grit and grime in what was once an upper-floor room.

"Ha!" The fire-maker beams in the glow of his sparks.

Those sparks catch, flame takes to the kindling, and he leans back and grins at the other elves. Firelight reddens their faces. It shines against the darkness of their brown-on-brown eyes and black hair, flickers across the patch of waste ground, and plays over the weeds that entangle the tree stump they call a shrine. A couple of elves light incense sticks and arrange them on the shrine’s shelves.

"Here," Wei says.

He hands Yang a bundle of long green things, almost like asparagus. Yang selects one and passes the bundle along. Tendrils curl from the incense behind him.

You examined the tree stump before you clambered up here. Someone, maybe this lot’s parents or grandparents or great-grandparents, hollowed it out and carved shelves and icons in the shapes of plants, animals, and humanoids. You wanted to smash them. To wreck this ridiculous sacred site where these elf boys come to laze and smoke. But you resisted. It would've ruined the coming show.

The bundle of asparagus things makes it back to Wei, and he takes one and puts the rest in his bag.

Yang plucks a twig from the fire. Flame dances at its end, laps skyward and chases the incense. He says something in their language. Clips each syllable. Then he lights his asparagus thing, puts the opposite end to his lips, and inhales. The other elves follow suit. Eyes narrow, cheeks bulge into frog faces. Pointed ears twitch. Wei's the last, and the rest wait for him to fill his lungs, then they exhale together. Emerald clouds mingle in the air. The elves uncross their legs, recline around the fire, and conversations sprout and meander in puffs of smoke and a mixture of two languages.

Your brow knits. If that stuff's too strong, if they smoke so much they can't fight... Watching Roddy's gang batter the elves would be fun, but it’s not what you came for.

You crawl over cracks, skirt the hole you climbed up through. Something groans. Did the masonry tremble, or was it just your hands and knees? You take a deep breath. Too late now. You have to move, in one direction or another. So you keep going. And the floor doesn’t collapse, you make it across. The street's right below. It slopes away from the waste ground, down to the elven neighbourhood’s tenements. From this vantage point, you can—

They appear, as if your eyes bring them into being. And those eyes roll.

Roddy and his gang approach in single file, run low to the ground, and they stop, crouch, look around, then run again, as if the morons think they're assassins infiltrating an enemy fortress. They gather at the top of the slope, lie flat, and spy on the elves. You crawl back the way you came. Maybe the stone floor shifts again, or else your heartbeat shakes your skeleton. Saliva wells up on your tongue.

The elves lounge, smoke, and the cloud thickens above them. Incense trails weave through the green and form patterns. One elf turns. His topknot bobs. The asparagus falls from his mouth and the lit end lands on his leg. Bilingual profanity tears through the banter.

The humans charge. Roddy Ripper leads the pack, and he falls upon the elf with the topknot, batters away with both fists, and pummels him into the dirt. The elf covers up. Some of Roddy’s punches rain down on elbows and forearms. But the rest make it through, crash into the elf’s cheeks and jaw, splatter his nose, and bounce his skull off the ground.

Fat Sul's right behind Roddy. He pumps his limbs, sprints faster than anyone would think possible. An elf scrambles to his feet. Sul ploughs into him. They roll on the ground and Sul ends up on top, drops all his bulk onto him, squashes him. The elf groans.

"Roundies!" Yang grabs his neighbours’ tunics, jumps up, and pulls them up with him. The asparagus thing hangs off his lip. "Hwak the gwai un shain roundies!"

Bernie charges at them. Yang pushes the other elves aside. He doesn't even take up a fighting stance, just stands there, and Bernie hurtles towards him. Yang spits. The asparagus thing flies like a spear. Bernie screams. He stumbles, gropes at the ash and sparks on his face. Yang twists his hips. Lashes out with his left foot. Bernie goes down.

Yang's kick breaks the humans' advantage just like it broke Bernie. The elves are all up now. Fighting hard. Havoc. Glorious, glorious havoc.

Kord, the baker's boy, throws a haymaker. An elf ducks under it, drops, spins, and swings his calf round like a flail. Kord's legs fly away. He crashes on his back, moans. The elf stomps on his face and that shuts him up.

Wei lunges at Roddy and snaps a kick at his face. Roddy weaves. Wei’s leg sails past and Roddy darts in, wraps his arms around Wei’s waist, locks his hands. He flings Wei up and over his head. Wei lands hard. He bounces, rolls, and ends up in the fire. Wei screams and scrambles. He beats at the orange-red lights that sparkle on his clothes.

Roddy doesn't even look.

He fastens his gaze on Yang, who strides towards him. Roddy glances around. But the rest of his boys are locked in their own struggles. All around the patch of waste ground, humans and elves grapple, trade blows, and the two leaders stand alone in the eye of the storm.

Yang's scar glistens on his cheek like a fresh wound.

Roddy Ripper shoots in, dives for Yang’s knees. Yang swings his right leg. His shin cleaves the side of Roddy's skull, Roddy crumples, and you grimace. It's a miracle his brains aren't lying next to him.

"Get up, roundie!" Yang bounces on the balls of his feet. "Get up!"

Roddy slumps on all fours and blood drips from his face.

Yang snaps his leg up high and brings it down heel-first. Roddy howls. He curls up, grasps his left hand.

"Wrestle me now, gwai un shain! Come on!"

Roddy glares up at Yang, and his thoughts pulse inside your brain, clear as your own. He'll do it! He'll—

Roddy hunches, hides his hands, and reaches under his shirt.

Yang grabs the tuft of hair on the crown of Roddy's head. He pulls him up, takes aim. Roddy roars.

Yang doesn't make a sound, he just stares down at his chest. Roddy stares too. Their eyes and mouths match, twin masks in the centre of the storm. Blood darkens Roddy’s blade.

***
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You sigh. The bastard asked for the hood.

The crowd that packs Bergunthi Square falls silent. Yang's family look on, and not even their lips or eyelids or the points of their ears twitch. Dacan the Ripper stares with bloodshot eyes. He holds his wife. She buries her head in his chest, and her body trembles but no sobs escape.

Roddy trips at the top of the steps. The man on the platform catches him, steadies him, and lets him find his feet.

A cry tears through the square. Dacan the Ripper weeps and wails like a baby. His friends cluster around him, and one touches his back, another holds his arm. None say anything. They just clutch him and cry.

"Dad?" Roddy turns, and the sack that hides his head twists.

Dacan shakes. He screeches at the heavens and the city guards at the foot of the platform glance at one another. If the Ripper charges the gallows, could their truncheons stop him? Or would they need to draw their swords? Your mouth tingles. But Dacan's legs quiver, strength sloughs from them, and it takes three of his friends to hold him up.

Why did the bastard ask for the hood? You sigh again. You really wanted to see his face... But it's still good. You still enjoy watching Roddy Ripper hang.

***
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Mourners pack The Barmy Banshee tonight. They slump around the tables, slouch against the bar, gaze into their ale. A few pick at the food. You pluck an orc ball from one of the platters, chomp through breadcrumbs, sausage meat, and the boiled egg at its core. Free snacks, free booze. They should hang barkeeps' sons every day.

A scent thickens. It cloys you more with every step, as if a field of flowers drank perfume and vomited. The stink comes from a side room, where Roddy's mother droops over his coffin. Battalions of petals, coloured candles, and burning oils surround her. Apparently a rainbow vomited in there too.

Damn. You'd hoped for a little time alone with Roddy, one last chance to spit in his face. Or, if you had the nerve, piss on it. But you can hardly spew saliva or pull your trousers down with her in the room. Bitch. As for Dacan the Ripper, he’s probably curled up in a corner upstairs. They had to almost carry him from Bergunthi Square after the hanging.

You turn away, and freeze. Across the taproom, Bernie, Fat Sul, and Kord glare at you. Their eyes blaze. Sul gets up, his fingers curl into fists, and his knuckles whiten and tremble. Bernie pulls him back into his seat. Your stomach bubbles.

Should get out of here...

You push through the mourners, bump against their shoulders, and someone’s elbow digs into your ribs. But you escape. Slither out into the evening air. You hurry away, glance over your shoulder, and no one follows. But they know, don't they? About the knife. That bastard Roddy must’ve told them, before they hanged him. Fucking snitch!

Have to get home. Get home and think.

If Sul attacks you, you'll go to the city guards. Yeah. The guards. You haven't done anything wrong, damn it! Nothing they can touch you for.

Footsteps echo in the gloom. You jerk your head round and pain shoots through your neck. They're coming! Bernie glowers at you from outside the Banshee.

You break into a run. The tenements flash past, blur into the blackness. Nearly there. Nearly—

Your feet leave the ground, and you scrabble for purchase but find nothing. Slabs of muscle press against your back. A massive forearm grinds between your chin and collarbone, pushes your head up, crushes your throat. Your eyeballs bulge.

"You killed my boy."

You claw at Dacan the Ripper’s arm. Kick at his legs. But it’s like hitting iron. You scream for help, and all that comes out is a gurgle. Crimson explodes in your eyes. Darkness floods the world, and one final thought bursts through your brain.

You're just like Lissa.
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End
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Shadow streets gobble you up, suck you into tangled alley bowels. Feet hurt. Legs hurt. Lungs hurt. Footsteps echo at your heels.

"Just a little further." Lissa blurs in the corner of your eye. "Come on, Marcus!"

Light glows at the end of the alley, spills from the window of a tavern on the street beyond. You dredge up everything you have. Every ounce of strength. Drive it all into your muscles.

And your abdomen implodes.

You can't cry out. No air fills your lungs to shape the sound. The stitch hits you like a kick to the gut, doubles you over.

"Marcus!"

The hooded man snags your hair, yanks you backwards. Your scalp shrieks as if it's about to tear from your skull. You claw at his hand, gouge it. His skin rips and bits of it cling underneath your fingernails with the heat and wetness of his blood, but his grip doesn’t loosen.

Something touches your neck, chills you. Then it burns.

Lissa screams and the dagger carves through your throat.

––––––––
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End
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"Lissa!"

You grab her. She flails, shoves at you, slaps and claws at your face, and smacks you in the eye. It stings and waters. The world blurs, Lissa looks up at you through the haze, and the truth shines in her stare.

You did this. You.

A wail shudders in your throat but doesn't reach your mouth. You pull her into your lap, slap her on the back again and again like you've seen your parents do.

"Spit it out! Spit it out! Lissa!"

She stops thrashing. You try to shake her, but your hands just tremble.

“Marcus?” Your mum rushes in. “What—”

She screams.

You hold your sister and bawl.

***
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Seven Years Later...
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"Lissa!"

Your sister's eyes gaze into yours.

"You did this, Marcus. You killed me."

You toss the blanket aside, leap out of bed, and your heart hammers at your ribs. But she's gone. Just a dream, the same dream. You slump against the chill of the windowsill, suck in the air, and the blur of the city sharpens. Evening's only just deepened the sky. Yet the dream still came, because sleeping in daytime doesn't help anymore. You sigh and get dressed.

Your mother bustles around the kitchen table, and she manages a smile but she sees your face and it wavers. You don't know what's there. You stopped looking at mirrors a long time ago.

"Happy birthday." She pushes a lock of greying hair behind her ear.

"Thanks."

She glances down at the cake. A burnt crust hardens it, blackens it at the edges, and eleven blobs of honey ooze amid the cracks.

"It's gone cold," she says. "I didn't want to wake you up..."

"It's okay, Mum. Looks great."

You force a smile. It creaks, as if you carve it into wood with hands that won't stop shaking, but it works. Hers returns.

"Get your father, before we cut it."

You move towards their bedroom.

"No. He's at the Banshee tonight."

Her mouth twitches and so does yours.

The Banshee. Of course.

You head out the door, down the stairwell, and into the beginnings of night. The moons hover above. They mark the day like they do every year. All three moons shine full on Marcus Kyron’s birthday, shine and judge, because they know what you did.

You drop your gaze and trudge down the street to The Barmy Banshee.

"...smash the shite-eyed twats!"

"Fucking elves!"

Roddy Ripper and his gang, boys from your neighbourhood, lounge in the pool of light that spills out through the Banshee’s window. Bernie glances at you. Kord, the baker's boy, gives you a nod.

"Think they can sell their fucking poison to our lot?" Roddy turns his head and spits. "We'll jump the pricks. Tonight. At the—"

You slink inside. Chairs scrape, tankards clank, people babble, and the din swallows Roddy's battle plans.

"...so I shoved it up his fat dwarven arse!"

"You bloody didn't!"

"Aye, no... But I should've..."

You squeeze through the drinkers. A woman knocks into you, sloshes beer on your arm, and it seeps into your sleeve like a handprint.

"Dad?" You sigh.

Gareth Kyron slumps over a table, eyes closed, and a puddle of saliva glistens under his chin.

"Dad!" You shake his shoulder, his lips flutter, and he mumbles something but his eyes don’t open. "Dad. Come on."

"Leave him alone, mate." Johan, the cheese-seller, looks over from the next table, and the candlelight gleams on his bald pate and a silver tooth. "Let Gary sleep it off. We all got a good buggering today, from that fucking dwarf. Came for his dues a day early. Slapped your old man's face cos he didn't have enough."

"Fucking Abdul." Mirabelle, the wine-seller, shakes her head.

"Fuck that fucking dwarf!" Harold Jilbert, the grocer and your downstairs neighbour, spits into his empty tankard. “The Tyrant’s own arsehole.”

Other merchants from the marketplace add their own insults, a few make crude gestures, and your father's lips move as if he mutters along but his eyes stay closed.

"Dad..." You shake him again.

"Ah, leave him be," Johan says.

"Mum wants him home. It's my birthday, and—”

"Your birthday!" He smiles and another silver tooth shines. "How old?"

"Eleven."

"Old enough for a proper drink!"

He jumps up from his chair and bumps the old woman who sits behind him.

"Wanker!" She doesn't turn around.

"I—” you say.

He pushes you into the chair across from his.

"Oi! Ripper!" Johan struts off. "Let's have a whisky here!"

Dacan the Ripper, Roddy's father, looms behind the bar, and Johan stands right in front of him but doesn’t block either of Dacan’s shoulders or any of his face. He pours. Johan snatches the wooden cup and sits back down opposite you. He leans forward. Red threads shine in his eyes. He slides the cup over, it scratches across the table, and inside it dark amber ripples. Wafts of brine and peat sting your eyes.

"The taste'll be too strong for him." Mirabelle reaches over and fluffs your hair. Red shines in her eyes too. "Marcus is just a kid."

"Hang about, hang about..." Johan looks over his shoulder. "Can I borrow that, love?"

The old woman dips a slice of apple into a clay pot, brings it out slathered in honey, and pops it inside her mouth. A drop glistens on her chin. She munches, nods, and speaks around the debris.

"Go on then."

Johan leans backwards and gropes. His chair tips. The old woman and Mirabelle both grab him, steady him, and he picks up the pot, rights himself, and pours some of the honey into your cup.

Gold slithers through amber.

"There we go. Happy birthday, mate!"

You glance at your father. His eyes don't open. Johan's smile glitters like a cave of hidden treasure.
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If you drink the whisky, go to 67. If you leave the pub, go to 49.
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You traipse into the kitchen but the thought of eating makes you want to puke. You go get your grandmother's book, open it to a favourite story, and put it back down. Beyond the window, Kharsalus wakes. The other merchants will lay out their goods and call to passers-by. While your family’s plot lies empty. While Yang lies dead. While—

"Mum?"

Lissa's voice trills from her bedroom and your heart clenches. Does she know?

"Mum!"

You push open her door and step into the gloom. She peeks over her blanket and the look in her eyes tells you enough.

"She's gone to the guardhouse, Lis."

"Oh."

Birds chirp outside, and sing as if the world's still okay.

"Can you open my shutters?"

"Sure." You cross to the window, undo the latch, and daylight seeps over her bed. "Want any breakf—”

Wood crashes in the main room. Lissa screams. Footsteps pound and floorboards groan. A masked face peers around the doorframe, brown-on-brown eyes glint between the folds of a dark scarf, and the points of his ears flick.

"In here!" The elf turns. Beckons.

Lissa springs out of bed, backs into the corner, and her breath rasps. You move between her and him. The elf advances and another appears behind him, then a third. More masks. More eyes glint like sharp steel.

Your gaze darts and your fingers twitch. Need a weapon! Need a—

A plate lies on the table, and a fruit knife glimmers.

“Gwai un shain!” The nearest elf’s eyes flash. “Try it and we’ll hwak you.”

––––––––
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If you grab the knife and fight, go to 140. If you don't resist, go to 141.
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Lissa snatches at the air, batters the floorboards with her heels like she's throwing a tantrum but someone's stolen her voice. Her face freezes. Freezes in an expression that belongs on a festival mask. Her arms and legs shudder, then they freeze too, and her eyes glaze over.

You hope your mother manages to save the book. You'd like a story tonight.

With Lissa gone, maybe you'll have one every night.

***
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Seven Years Later...

––––––––
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Buildings glow in the moonlight. All three moons shine down on Kharsalus tonight, amid blackness and a scatter of stars. Every year, three whole moons. At least they remember the date. Your parents didn't, but you didn't expect them to. Fuck them.

You walk down the street, swing your arm, and the net traces shapes, captures the summer heat, and hits a woman's shoulder. She whines, but you swear at her and she scurries off. Stupid bitch. Too hot a night to deal with stupid bitches. Your tunic clings to your chest and you tug at it, seep some air between fabric and flesh, but it doesn't cool you down. Fuck it. Be cooler by the river anyway. You swing your arm again, loop the net overhead this time, and its threads glimmer against the largest moon. Maybe you'll tear it from the heavens. But the net descends and the moon remains in place. You run your fingers along its mesh.

Other kids get presents on their birthdays. Toys and treats. You know, because you've snatched enough of them over the years. Grabbed a cake when no one was looking, stuffed it into your mouth. Stolen a treasure, something a parent's love crafted or coin purchased, and smashed it to pieces. Your lip curls. No gifts appeared to mark this eleventh birthday either, but Roddy Ripper, the barkeep's boy, left his net out to dry under the noonday sun. Who needs a cake? Or biscuits? Or jam tarts? You'll catch your own birthday meal, like the heroes in your grandmother's stories.

Water whispers ahead. The river wallows in the moonlight, as lethargic as the rest of the city. You shuffle down the bank beside the bridge, damp air soothes your skin, and you pick your way towards the shine of silver and the promise of crabs. Then you stop. Something splashes. Out in the middle of the river, a mop of ginger hair breaks through the surface and two arms follow. A boy's eyes flash.

"Help! H—”

His head dips back under. But he fights his way up again, slaps his hands against the water, and they flounder there like a pair of pale fish. His face rises amid the spray.

"Help!" His mouth and eyes gawp like Lissa's did. "Please!"

It's your birthday. You'll catch crabs and cook them over a fire. As soon as he shuts up. You remember when your sister shut up, when she stopped wailing, stopped puking, forever. A smile gashes your face. Maybe this is your present, getting to watch another stupid brat die.

He smacks the river, scatters silver jewels, and a few of them fly towards you and land just shy of the bank. Near some rocks...

Your heart thumps. Breath catches in your throat.

A pile of rocks, the right size and shape for your hand.

Watching... Watching's easy. You watched Lissa, and you can watch him too. But you could do more...

––––––––
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If you just watch, go to 31. If you throw rocks at the boy, go to 34.
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You mingle with the crowd, wander among the stalls, pretend to inspect pastries and pantaloons, staves and goblets. Merchants bombard you with pleas and promises.

"Clear it right up! Cheaper 'an a cleric, and you 'on't get no serm'n 'bout your thing goin' green from bangin' 'ores!"

"If they kill you through this shield, I'll give you your money back!"

Your fingers tingle.

A jewellery stall. Rings, chokers, and bangles cover the table. Only an old goblin watches over them. She stares off into the distance, smiles at the bustle of the marketplace or whatever daydream obscures it.

"Got anything that'll match this?" a man says.

The goblin jeweller blinks. She shuffles to the other end of the table and squints at the bracelet on his wrist. Your heart thumps. You reach out but don’t take your eyes off her, probe with your fingertips, and they brush against the cool smoothness of metal, then a gemstone's facets. You snatch the ring into your fist, fumble with the pouch on your belt.

It won't open! Why didn't you untie the cord before you grabbed it? You're an idiot! The goblin's going to turn around, see what you've done! She'll shout for the guards and—

The pouch gapes open. You slip the ring inside and saunter away even though you yearn to sprint. Just another shopper. A citizen of Kharsalus going about his lawful business. Your prize weighs almost nothing, but triumph dangles from your belt, swings with every step. You want to punch the air. No... The world. The whole fucking world. And right now, you could knock it across the universe.

Someone brushes against you and you flinch. You snap your head around. A man wrestles a glove onto his hand, watches its fingers instead of where he's going. You exhale. People clip you with their elbows. A few mutter apologies, one spits out a profanity you don't understand.

You reach the edge of the marketplace and the street that'll lead you back home to Tacachlan Hill, to the bedroom where you'll slide on the ring and complete your victory. Maybe tomorrow you'll steal—

Someone touches your shoulder. You jerk your arm to shrug them off, but their hand doesn't budge.

"Not so fast, mate." A young woman smiles down at you. She wears the blue and gold tabard of the city guard. "Come on, hand it over."

"Huh?"

"Whatever you nicked from that stall."

"What? I didn't!"

"Oh?"

She squeezes your shoulder and you squirm. Your thighs rub together as if you're in need of a piss.

"Then you won't mind if I have a gander in your pouch, will you?"

––––––––
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If you let her search you, go to 110. If you kick her shin and run, go to 22.
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Yang sneers.

"Then get lost."

Your leg gives way, you lurch, and Wei moves to help but Yang pushes him back. Wei mouths the word 'sorry' and lowers his gaze. You limp down the slope. Your thigh throbs like a piece of meat that's been under a butcher's hammer.

You hobble through the elves’ neighbourhood and kids laugh. A pair of girls stop skipping, mime those shin kicks Yang broke you with, and snigger.

"You okay, boy?" an elderly elf says. Her taisai flick as if to ward off invisible flies.

"Y... Yeah. Thanks."

The girls snigger again. She stares at them and they shut up.

Back at your tenement, the stairs destroy you. But you make it to your room and flop onto your bed.

***
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The next day, bruises purple and blacken your thigh, and they blare with every step and almost make you tumble down the stairs. You limp to the marketplace like an old man. But despite the pain, the scent of fried pastry teases your lips into a smile.

Smells like a new recipe. Maybe something they've devised for the Kharsalia. The festival's right around the corner, with all its food and fun. No scarred elven twat can take that from you.

––––––––
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Go to 194.
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"No... No, thanks. I..."

"Fine. Refuse Vech's help. Vech has other things to do. Better things! Vech came for power, not stupid boys. Power from the dead. But..."

His gaze hardens and bores into your skull.

"Hatred. Anger. Power! Power in eyes, living power, to add to dead power."

Vech grins and your blood freezes. You turn to run, the shovel's head flashes, and everything else flashes too. The world explodes in white and yellow lights. You crumple onto Lissa's grave.

Your skull oozes. Warm wetness slathers your cheek.

A girl screams and her voice chases you into the dark.

––––––––
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End

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​14


[image: ]


"Oi!"

"Watch where you're fuckin' goin'!"

"Suhrry," you say.

The street sloshes like a river and washes you down the slope of Tacachlan Hill, spits you out into the city below. You stumble. Bump into another passer-by.

"Suh—”

The toe of your boot catches on a cobble, the world slips out from under you, and stone bashes your knees and scrapes your hands. Palms sting. Blood and dirt blur. You stand, rise through the maelstrom, take another few steps, and find yourself back on the ground. Hipbone throbs. You yelp, gulp, and foulness surges up your throat, gushes from your maw. Smoke and brine, honey and bile. You gasp, draw in air. Your gullet convulses. This time it squirts out of your nose as well, blocks your nostrils. Stench and sweetness choke you, drown you.

"Get it all out," a female voice says. "You'll feel better."

You kneel, nod, splutter. She crouches.

"Here."

Whiteness shines between brown fingers thicker than yours yet somehow still daintier, poised and painted with scarlet tips. Beyond them, the dwarf’s smile shimmers amid the haze.

"Wipe your mouth. You'll feel better."

You take the cloth, assault your lips and chin, claw at the gore.

"Drink some water."

A flask hovers. You grasp it, glug, and water washes away the massacre, cools and soothes your throat. You exhale. The once-white cloth lies before you like a murder-victim’s corpse. You squint. Its frills sharpen. That handkerchief must've been valuable, before you mangled it.

"Sorry."

You aim the same squint at the dwarf. A round face takes shape, dark eyes and bright smile sparkle, and black curls emerge from the shadows and frame them. You reach for the handkerchief.

"It's okay," she says. "Leave it."

"Sorry..."

Frills and filth fester on the cobbles.

"I'm Ayliah."

"Marcus."

"Do you live near here?"

"Taca... Tacac..." The word becomes a splutter.

"Tacachlan Hill?"

You nod. Her face blurs again.

"I'll get you home."

Ayliah helps you to your feet, slips your arm over her shoulders, and wraps hers around your waist. You stand taller than her, but dwarven bone and muscle don't struggle under your weight.

"This way," she says.

You plod, shuffle, trip. This time you don't fall. Ayliah holds you up, half-carries you forward, and she talks but her voice blurs along with everything else. Blackness swirls. Sight and sound fade, and your boots thump against invisible cobblestones. Her grip drives you through the dark.

***
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Dark. So dark... Sleep. Yes, sleep. Must be... be...

Two voices babble. Male and female. Words ring in your ears but bounce off your brain.

"...one more," she says.

"...boy? But..."

"...Dardians soon. They prefer..."

Darkness.

***
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Everything shakes. Rattles. Clatters. Like your father's handcart but bigger. A wagon. The world lies in a wagon and rattles and rolls its way to the marketplace. You hope they get a good price for it. Might be worth more if it wasn't so dark and blurry...

"Marcus?"

Ayliah? Is she the one who'll sell the
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