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      Romaine shivered as a breeze shook the treetops and somehow found its way through a gap in his clothing. He pulled the cloak tighter around his shoulders, eager to keep the winter cold at bay. The soft thump of falling snow came from nearby and he chuckled as two of his companions flinched. Settling himself more comfortably in the saddle, he flicked the lieutenant a glance.

      “Want me to check it out?” Romaine asked, voice serious but the hint of a smile betraying his mirth.

      The lieutenant scowled, though Romaine noticed the man loosened his sword in its scabbard before urging his mount onwards. Shaking his head, he let the lieutenant take the lead. The four other scouts fell in behind Romaine, nervous eyes on the dense forest to either side of the deer trail.

      They were right to be nervous. Ten miles south of the Illmoor River, they were deep in no man’s land, far from the paved roads and walled cities of the northern nations. This was Calafe, a land of seemingly endless forest and great plateaus of tussock, of rugged hills and racing streams, with only the occasional settlement to prove the existence of humanity. This was his country, his home.

      Or at least, it had been, until the Tangata.

      Another tremor slid down his spine, though this time it had nothing to do with the cold. For ten years he’d fought to halt the Tangatan advance, ten long, brutal years of war. He’d been a simple woodsman once, but everything had changed with the destruction of their southern fortress, the Castle of Agzor. For a century it had barred the Tangata from the kingdoms of man, but with its battlements broken, its citadel cast down...nothing could halt the enemy advance.

      And so those ten years of battle had proven futile. Just a few short months past, the last of Calafe’s territory had been lost. The allied armies had fought for every patch of earth, but in the end it had not been enough. The tide of the Tangata could not be stopped.

      It had pained Romaine to leave behind his nation. Most of the Calafe army had already fallen by then, and yet more of his fellows had chosen to remain with the rearguard. They had been overwhelmed before the ships could return for them. Injured aboard one of the vessels, Romaine had been forced to watch as his comrades perished.

      Thankfully, the enemy had not yet sought to strike across the Illmoor river. Some said they would remain in the south, but Romaine knew it was only a matter of time before they came. After all, people had once said the same of the Agzor Fortress, that it would stand forever against the beasts.

      Romaine’s horse was struggling now, the snowdrifts growing deeper as they tracked their way eastward into the foothills of the Mountains of the Gods. Ahead, the lieutenant started to curse. Grimacing, Romaine edged his gelding alongside his superior.

      “We’d best turn back,” he grunted. He didn’t bother with any honorifics—he rode with the Flumeerens, but he was not one of them. “If we press hard through the afternoon, we might make the crossing before nightfall.”

      The lieutenant flicked Romaine an irritated glance. He was a young man, still in his mid-twenties, the son of some minor noble. Romaine could almost see the gears turning behind his eyes. Reaching the river before dark meant shelter over their heads and a hot meal for the night. But if they abandoned their path and missed some enemy movement…

      “A little further,” the lieutenant replied finally. “We’ll turn around if the way becomes impassable.”

      Romaine responded with a grunt. Pressing his horse forward, he continued along the trail, eyes on the way ahead. The storm had come upon them unexpectedly in the night, howling through the fir trees like a beast unleashed and burying the world in white.

      They should have turned back then, but the lieutenant was new, still earning his stripes. Their orders had been to spend three days scouting for signs of the enemy. This being only their second, Romaine should have guessed the lieutenant would be hesitant to return. No doubt he feared the failure would be a black mark against his name.

      It was an infuriating thought—evidence that the Flumeeren did not truly understand what came for them. They and the dregs of Perfugia might have fought alongside Calafe this last decade, but it had never been their land at risk, never their families, their very way of life.

      That was about to change.

      For if they could not stop the enemy at the Illmoor, Flumeer would be the next to fall.

      Returning his thoughts to the present, Romaine scanned the path ahead. The snow had thinned again and the horses were making better progress. At least the fresh snow made Romaine’s task easier; not even the Tangata could move in these conditions without leaving tracks—

      Romaine pulled sharply on his reins, bringing his horse to a stop. Beside him, the lieutenant cursed, but Romaine didn’t spare the man a glance. His eyes were on the trees, scanning the upper branches, the shadows beneath the broad trunks, seeking sign, however small, of an ambush. The wind had fallen off now, and he saw no movement. He let out a sigh as the others began to murmur. Breath fogged before his face as he returned his gaze to the trail.

      Two sets of bootprints led away from them in the snow.

      “What is it?” the lieutenant asked sharply as he got his horse under control. He had not noticed the tracks.

      “Tangata,” Romaine replied.

      The word cut through the whispers like a knife. Silence fell like a blanket over the six riders. The men looked to Romaine, faces as white as the snow all around them. Romaine might have laughed, if not for the racing of his own heart. Unlike the others though, it was not from fear.

      This land had been abandoned months ago. There was no one left, not of his people, at least. It meant the general’s fears were true. The Tangata were moving north.

      Kicking his horse forward, he followed the prints for several yards. In places the strides were separated by as much as six feet—no doubt now, their owners were Tangata.

      “We should bring word to the general,” the lieutenant’s voice carried from back down the trail. He and the other scouts had not followed Romaine.

      A smile touched the Calafe warrior’s cheeks. “Word of what? A single scouting pair?”

      “Our orders were to return if we found sign of the enemy.”

      “Sign of an enemy army,” Romaine corrected. “Do you really want to be known as the lieutenant who turned tail and ran at the first sight of the enemy?”

      “There are two of them,” the lieutenant hissed. He edged his horse forward, hands fiddling nervously with his reins. “What do you propose we do?”

      Romaine stifled a sigh. The man was right to be afraid—if they’d been on foot, two Tangata would be more than their match. But mounted and with the element of surprise, there was a better than even chance of victory.

      “We’re downwind of them,” Romaine replied finally. “If there’s only two, they’re no threat to the frontier. But if they’re part of a larger force…General Curtis needs to know.”

      The lieutenant stared at Romaine for a long moment, the muscles of his jaw stretched taut as he contemplated the suggestion. Like before, Romaine could see he was weighing his options. But Romaine’s last words about the general were too tempting to resist. The officer who brought such vital information would not soon be forgotten.

      “Very well,” the lieutenant said, nodding quickly. “Take the lead, Calafe.”

      Romaine grimaced at the man’s cowardice, but held his tongue. He had what he wanted—a chance to follow the creatures, maybe even catch them. The thought of them loose in his land filled him with fury. No, unlike the greenhorns riding behind him, Romaine did not fear the Tangata.

      He loathed them.

      “You should ready your lances,” Romaine said, and gave a grim smile when the lieutenant’s eyes widened. “Just in case.”

      It was almost too much for the man. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed, but to reverse his command now would be a show of cowardice.

      “Cadet Flagers, ready the lances.”

      At the rear of the party, the Perfugian recruit dismounted clumsily and started unclipping the long package strapped to the packhorse. Safe on their island nation, the Sovereigns of Perfugia wasted little energy worrying over the Tangata. Unlike the treacherous King of Gemaho, they still honoured the ancient pact each kingdom had signed when the Tangata first appeared. Each month they sent their obligated hundred recruits to fight on the frontlines. Unfortunately, those they sent were generally…useless.

      A sharp clack sounded as the skins holding the lances together suddenly came undone, sending the weapons tumbling to the ground. Muttered curses followed as Flagers dropped to his knees and tried to pick them back up.

      “Godsdamnit,” the lieutenant swore as he swung from his saddle and strode to where the recruit crouched. “You trying to get us all killed, Flagers?”

      “Sorry, sorry!” Arms clutched around the lances, Flagers stared up at the lieutenant with terror in his eyes.

      He was barely a boy, really, untrained and unprepared for the horrors that waited out here. Pity touched Romaine, but he quickly pushed it aside. Against the Tangata, there was no room for weakness, no space for compassion. He’d learned that ten years ago, when the truce had first been broken. He would not repeat the same mistake now.

      Instead, he watched in silence as the lieutenant snatched the steel-tipped lances from the Perfugian’s hands and handed them out amongst the scouts. Romaine only reached over his shoulder, lifting the giant twin-bladed axe from its sheath and settling it on the pommel of his saddle. Calafe warriors did not learn the lance.

      As the men settled their weapons, Romaine cast a practiced glance over his companions. Despite their inexperience, they were well trained other than the Perfugian. They would not back down from a fight if it came to it. Turning to the lieutenant, he offered a nod, before starting off once more.

      The bootprints had emerged from the surrounding trees, but even the Tangata apparently preferred a trail over the untamed forest in these parts, for they kept to the animal track for the next few miles. The sun grew higher as their party crossed frozen streams and occasional open meadows, all the while watching for the slightest hint of the enemy. Despite Romaine’s earlier reservations, the snow cleared and they made good progress. With the trail beginning to loop northward, they might still make the Illmoor that night.

      If they did not encounter the Tangata first.

      Romaine kept his eyes on the trees as he rode. Despite what he’d said to the others, he wasn’t altogether sure the Tangata did not know they were in the forest. They were inhuman creatures, capable of terrible violence. With so little known about them, it paid to be cautious whenever they were close. He glanced back at the bootprints, noticing how they’d grown close together. It suggested the creatures were travelling slowly…

      …the prints changed again.

      A curse slipped from Romaine’s lips as he pulled his horse to a stop. Ahead, a third set of prints joined the trail. Blood pounded in Romaine’s ears as he tightened his fist around the hilt of his axe. Three Tangata was too many, even on horseback. Just one of the demonic creatures was a match for three men.

      They had just become outnumbered.

      Murmurs came from the men as Romaine edged his horse forward, examining the fresh bootprints. Then a frown touched his face. There was something unusual about the new set of tracks. He dismounted and knelt for a closer look. They had emerged from the forest to the east, the same as the others, but their owner was smaller by several boot sizes. And now that he was close…Romaine realised that the Tangata tracks overlaid the third pair.

      The Tangata had not met with this new individual; they had come later.

      His eyes travelled ahead and he saw the stride of the Tangata grow longer. They had started running, in pursuit. Could the third set of tracks belong to a Calafe, one of his own? It didn’t seem possible that anyone could have survived out here, alone for months with naught but the Tangata. And yet…

      Romaine stood suddenly and raced back to his horse. The lieutenant opened his mouth to ask a question, but Romaine was already swinging himself into the saddle. The tracks were recent, their edges still hard instead of crumbling. If they were quick, they might just reach them in time.

      “Romaine…” the lieutenant began, but Romaine silenced the man with a glare.

      “Whoever left the third pair of bootprints, they’re no friend of the Tangata,” he hissed.

      Then Romaine kicked his horse into a gallop, leaving the lieutenant and his scouts with no choice but to follow.
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      Romaine ducked as a snow-covered branch flashed for his face. A second later a muffled curse told him another of the scouts had not been so lucky. Without slowing, he glanced back and was reassured that five riders still followed.

      Facing the trail once more, he studied the bootprints as they sped past. The snow was thinning now, the trail sloping back down towards the lowlands. Trees flickered past either side of him, but the forest was changing, the dense mountain firs giving way to cedar and maple. The trail split and re-joined around clumps of brush.

      Romaine urged his gelding on, coaxing another ounce of speed from the beast. Without the prints to follow, they would struggle to track their quarry. He had to catch them before the last of the snow vanished. Behind, the cries of his comrades chased after him as they tried to keep pace, but this was not their land, not their fellow citizen standing alone against the Tangata, and they were losing ground.

      Images flashed through Romaine’s mind, of a woman lying silent in the snow, of a boy’s pale face, of lifeless eyes in the daylight. Blood pounded in his temples and his vision blurred, blinding him to the forest, the trail, until all that was left to him were the bootprints he followed.

      A scream cut the air. At first, he barely registered the noise over the pounding of hooves. But it came again—a cry of terror, of a woman alone, unmistakably human.

      “Romaine!” His companion’s voices called him back.

      He slowed his horse, but only for a moment, to readjust his grip on the axe. Sunlight rippled across the twin blades, then he was surging forward once more, the gelding responding to his urging with a cry of its own. They were still downwind of the Tangata and the horses could smell them now, the unnatural scent of humanity mixed with something else, the madness of the enemy.

      Suddenly the trees were falling away and Romaine found himself rushing across an open meadow. The pounding of hooves from behind told him his comrades still followed. For a second he was touched with guilt, that he had led them here so recklessly, but there was no time for second thoughts now. Ahead, two figures swung to face the newcomers. At first glance, they could have been mistaken as humans. Neither were larger than the average man—were smaller even than Romaine, in fact. Their clothes were of rough-spun cotton, faded and torn, but not far removed from that worn by a farmer or a woodsman—in summer. In this frozen forest, a human would have perished from exposure long ago.

      But the Tangata did not feel the cold.

      Each wore its hair in long, unkept braids—one jet-black, the other straw blond—and the finer features of one revealed it was female. Their scouts often hunted in pairs. While little was known of their hierarchy, they were assumed to be mating couples.

      Beyond the two, a woman in heavy winter furs staggered backwards, auburn hair flashing in the sunlight. Relief swept through Romaine—they were not too late.

      His attention snapped back to the Tangata as growls came from across the clearing. He shivered as two pairs of slate-grey eyes fixed on him. More than anything, this feature marked the beasts as inhuman. Completely grey, the eyes of the Tangata held no empathy, no compassion, no emotion other than rage—and hatred. They were the eyes of the lost, their humanity washed away by the magic they had stolen from the long-departed Gods.

      Watching the creatures now, Romaine’s jaw clenched with a hatred of his own. These creatures had taken everything from him, consumed a decade of his life, stolen his nation. And still they came, still they sought more. The greed that had first driven them to betray the Divine lived still within them; they would not stop until the world was theirs.

      Rage swept through Romaine like a wave, banishing fear and thought. Though the Flumeeren scouts had spread out behind him, in that moment there was only Romaine and the Tangata.

      With a roar, he charged. Shouts came from behind Romaine as the gelding leapt forward. He trusted his comrades would follow. Howls met his battlecry as the Tangata sprang towards him, crossing half the clearing in a single bound.

      Their speed was terrifying to behold, even on the snow-kissed ground. The creatures carried no weapons, but they hardly needed them. Ice slid down Romaine’s spine as the male drew ahead and the slate-grey eyes locked with his. Immediately the beast diverted its path, heading straight for the charging axeman.

      A wicked grin split Romaine’s face and he rose in the saddle, bellowing a challenge. Let it think him easy prey; this was not Romaine’s first encounter with the beasts. He raised his axe as the distance closed, waiting for the moment…

      Suddenly the Tangata was airborne, a bound of its powerful legs sending it soaring into the air—straight at Romaine. Beneath him, the gelding screamed and then it was rearing up, hooves lashing the air.

      Only that saved Romaine. Instead of him, the full strength of the Tangata struck the horse. A sickening crunch followed as the two came together, iron-shod hooves striking flesh. Yet it was not the Tangata that fell. With almost a sigh, Romaine’s mount toppled backwards, body limp.

      Cursing, Romaine kicked free of his stirrups and fell sideways, narrowly avoiding being crushed. In one fluid movement, he rolled to his feet, boots crunching on the icy ground, axe still in hand. He had a second to glimpse the now lifeless corpse of the gelding, its head snapped where the creature’s blow had struck—then the male was upon him.

      It came as little more than a blur, teeth bared, arms raised to tear him apart. In a second it dissolved the space between them, and again it leapt, a scream shaking the snow from the branches of nearby trees.

      This time, though, Romaine was ready. He swept his axe up, the twin points of its butterfly blades rising to meet his assailant. Mid-air, the creature could not adjust its attack, and with a soft crunch, its weight slammed down into the axe, driving the points deep into the creature’s chest.

      Triumph swept through Romaine—but a wild fist struck his shoulder. The axe was torn from his grasp as the blow sent him tumbling across the snowy earth. Stars flashed across his vision and he struggled to reclaim his senses, to regain his feet. Desperately he fumbled for the dagger on his belt; the beast could be on him any second. Finally he found the hilt and tore it loose. Swinging around, he gasped for breath, seeking his foe.

      But the Tangata had not moved. Romaine’s axe remained embedded in its flesh. Blood seeped from the wound, staining its tunic red. Slowly its head turned, and the grey eyes focused on Romaine. Fury flicked on the beast’s face and it tried to take a step. The effort was too much, even for this creature. Its legs gave way and it tumbled forward.

      Romaine flinched as the impact drove his axe deeper into the creature’s chest. It moved no more.

      He stood staring at his foe for a moment, but the satisfaction of its defeat was short lived. One more of the creatures was dead, but the death would not fill the emptiness…

      A scream came from across the meadow, drawing Romaine’s attention back to reality. His heart palpated as he recalled the second Tangata, then fell into the pit of his stomach as he saw the battle being fought across the clearing.

      One of the scouts was already dead, eyes staring lifelessly up at the sky, while the Perfugian recruit, Flagers, lay nearby, hands clasping desperately at the silver cords spilling from his stomach. A moan came from his throat as the intestines slipped through his fingers, and his head swung around, eyes fixing on Romaine. He tried to cry out, but his words emerged as little more than a whisper.

      Steeling his heart, Romaine forced his attention back to the battle. He had seen such wounds before—Flagers was already dead. But the lieutenant and the two remaining scouts could still survive. They had managed to keep their horses, though only the lieutenant still held his lance. Another lance lay broken on the ground nearby, while the last had been driven through the thigh of the female Tangata.

      Though terribly injured, the beast had managed to snap the lance in half. Its tip still jabbed through her thigh, dripping scarlet blood in the snow, but the other half she now flourished like a club, preventing the three horsemen from getting close enough to finish her.

      Romaine staggered to his fallen foe and kicked the Tangata onto its back, then retrieved his axe. Silently, he started towards the female, eager to put an end to the creature before it harmed anyone else.

      Before he could reach her, though, the female finally noticed its mate’s death. A terrible scream echoed around the clearing as it spun towards Romaine, and he saw again the madness in its eyes, the desire to rend and tear and kill.

      But for once the lieutenant acted without thinking. The only one left with a weapon, he urged his horse forward while the Tangata was distracted and drove the steel-tipped lance through the creature’s back.

      The awful howl was instantly cut short, and a thud followed as the beast crumpled to the snow. Silence returned to the clearing…only to be punctuated by the soft cries of Flagers.

      For an instant, Romaine kept his eyes fixed on the Tangata. Blood pounded in his ears and he still felt the need for battle within him, that terrible rage demanding he charge forward, axe raised, battlecry on his lips.

      But the fight was over, their enemies dead, and slowly the pounding subsided.

      Despair rose to take its place, and silently Romaine turned to look again at the boy. Before he realized what he was doing, Romaine staggered forward and dropped to one knee beside the Perfugian. There was nothing he could do for the lad—not even a doctor could have saved him from such a wound.

      “Romaine?” Flagers gasped, his voice trembling. “Romaine, it hurts…don’t know what happened. I’m…sorry.”

      “It’s okay, lad,” Romaine murmured. As he spoke, he reached for the dagger on his belt. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “It hurts, Romai…” The words trailed off as the boy’s eyes slid closed. A few moments later, his breathing ceased as well.

      Releasing the boy, Romaine sat back. His eyes were drawn to the blood pooling in the snow, still seeping from the wound he’d opened in the recruit’s groin. A lump lodged in his throat and he felt the boy’s lifeless eyes watching him, accusing. It had been a mercy, and yet…the face of another boy flickered into his mind. He lay not in snow but a bed of roses. Romaine scrunched his eyes closed, trying to banish the image.

      “Is he…?”

      A voice was calling from behind him. Shaking off his grief, Romaine stood and faced the lieutenant.

      “Gone,” he said shortly.

      The lieutenant swallowed, his eyes drawn to the corpse. He held his sword in hand now, its tip trembling. It was probably the first time he had faced the Tangata in battle.

      A flicker from across the clearing. The unfamiliar woman was standing beside the body of the male Tangata, staring at its gruesome remains. Her face was unusually pale for the Calafe and freckles dotted her cheeks, but the heavy fur coat and woollen leggings were familiar.

      Romaine watched as she knelt beside the Tangata. She seemed more curious than afraid. The woman couldn’t have more than twenty years to her name. What was she doing out here, all alone?

      Casting one last glance at the dead boy, Romaine let out a sigh, then started towards the young woman. Her head whipped around at the sound of his footsteps, and amber eyes widened, fixing on the bloody axe he still carried in one hand. Seeing her fear, Romaine paused, then setting the weapon on the ground, he continued with empty hands.

      “Easy now,” he said.

      “You killed him,” the young woman murmured, rising to her feet and facing Romaine.

      She spoke in a strange, singsong accent unfamiliar to Romaine—though that was not unusual in Calafe. His people were a nomadic sort, and there were many groups who would spend months or even years apart from civilisation. The isolation bred strange tones, though if this woman belonged to such a group, where were the others?

      “Ay,” Romaine replied to her question. “It’s dead. You’re safe now, lass.”

      A tremor shook the woman and she raised a hand, as though to keep him back. Her other hung limp at her side, and Romaine realised she had been injured. Well, she’d gotten lucky if all the Tangata had given her was a broken arm—they were said to do terrible things to those they captured.

      “It’s okay,” Romaine said, trying again to comfort her. He reached out a hand. “We’ll take you to safety.”

      “No!”

      The woman’s voice echoed from the nearby trees as she leapt away from him. But whether from the cold or some unknown injury, her legs failed to support her weight, and she crumpled into a snowdrift with a muffled cry—quickly silenced.

      Romaine was at her side in an instant. Her broken arm lay at an awkward angle in the snow and her eyes were closed—she must have lost consciousness from the pain.

      “Is she alright?” the lieutenant asked. He approached with sword still in hand, as though the woman might yet somehow prove to be an enemy.

      Romaine placed a finger on the woman’s throat. Her pulse was racing and erratic, but strong, and he nodded as the lieutenant drew to a stop alongside him.

      “Her arm’s broken. Passed out from the pain, or maybe shock. We’d better get her on one of the horses.” There would be plenty spare, now.

      “Poor lass,” the lieutenant said as he looked at the woman. “What was she doing out here?”

      “I’d like to know that myself,” Romaine replied.

      “I’ll fetch Flagers’s horse,” the lieutenant murmured, then hesitated. “Shame, about the lad. I told him to hang back, but…” He shrugged and turned away.

      Romaine said nothing. What more was there to say? The boy had never had any business being out here, untrained, unprepared. But then, he’d had little choice in the matter. Unlike the citizens of Flumeer or Calafe, Perfugians did not decide their own fates. That was a matter for their betters, a judgement passed down by their Sovereigns.

      Rising, he lifted the woman in his arms and crossed to where one of the surviving scouts had gathered the horses. She was surprisingly heavy in her thick furs—or perhaps it was merely exhaustion finally catching him—but regardless, Romaine was relieved when he settled her in the saddle of Flagers’s horse. Taking care with her arm, he bound the woman so she would not fall, and then looked for a mount of his own.

      The dead scout’s horse had emerged from the battle unscathed, and before long they were on the trail once more, riding north. The battle had cost them precious time and the light faded quickly. The sun plummeted towards the western treeline, setting the horizon alight.

      It was still an hour from dark when the howling began in the forest behind them.
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      Erika paused as she leaned backwards over the void, the darkness beckoning below. Only the corded rope looped around her waist held her in place. A shiver touched her, but now was not the time for second thoughts, and with a last look at her two assistants, she kicked off into the chasm. The rope slid through her fingers as she descended, the pitch-black reaching up to embrace her.

      Soon the oil lantern clipped to her backpack became the only source of light, as the opening above shrank to nothing. The air grew colder, damp with the breath of the earth, and she shivered again, her eyes searching the absolute dark below for sign of the bottom. The lantern flickered and the black seemed to press closer, as though trying to repel her, to keep her from the secrets that had lain hidden from human eyes for centuries.

      There were those who said these places were haunted, that they were the sacred sites of the Gods, or the birthplace of the Tangata. The details changed from story to story, but all agreed that entrance was forbidden, that to step foot in these hidden places was to call death down upon the human race.

      As if that weren’t already coming.

      Erika ignored such superstitions. The small-minded who believed such fancy had held back humanity for long enough. They could no longer afford such ignorance. Flumeer needed every weapon it could find for the war to come.

      Fortunately, the Flumeeren queen had finally come to see her point of view. Now Erika just had to discover something of use in these lost places, something that might change the tide of the war.

      So far though, her search had proven fruitless. The other sites had been empty; whatever secrets they’d once contained long lost to the passage of time.

      And the queen was not known for her patience. She had taken a gamble, supporting Erika in the face of resistance from nobles who preferred to leave the past buried. What would happen if Erika came back empty-handed a third time?

      “This is the place,” Erika whispered to herself, breath now fogging in the lanternlight. “This time I will find it.”

      The magic of the Gods.

      Those had been the words that had convinced the queen. Erika had spent most of her life studying their long-lost deities, whose magic had once been shared freely with humanity. What wonders had her ancestors witnessed in those glorious times before The Fall? Before the traitors amongst their ranks had grown jealous of the Gods and stolen the forbidden powers?

      Only legends told of that time now. The traitors had sought to use the stolen magics to reshape themselves, seeking to join the Divine. But when the Gods had discovered the violation, their rage had been terrible, and instead the thieves had been cursed to madness. They had become the Tangata.

      If only the anger of the Gods could be so easily sated.

      All humanity had been equal before their omniscient gaze, and so all humanity had been cast down.

      A hundred years of darkness had followed.

      Fools!

      Just the thought of that ancient betrayal caused Erika to tighten her grip about the rope. The Tangata had ruined everything, sentenced humanity to crawl amidst the dirt like common beasts for their avarice. Even when the light had finally returned, humanity had found the Gods gone, returned to their citadels amidst the clouds.

      But the Tangata had remained.

      Surely there was a design in that, some divine plan. Erika was convinced it was a test, a trial to see whether humanity could put right the mistakes of their ancestors. The Gods would not have left them alone to face the beasts, not unless there was a reason, a chance for victory.

      And so she searched in these ancient places, searching for what had been forgotten by the mind of men, for a power left to them by the Gods to defeat the Tangata.

      She had dedicated her entire life to it.

      Thunk.

      Erika stumbled as her feet struck solid earth. She would have fallen, but instinctively she had stopped letting out rope and now it brought her up short. Getting her feet back under her, she straightened.

      Overhead, the entrance was little more than a pinprick now. Unclipping the lantern from her pack, she held it high to make sure she was truly at the bottom. On three sides the shaft was hard rock, but on the fourth a tunnel led into the darkness. She swore at the sight of water dripping from the walls. That was as the other sites had been, their contents rotted away long ago.

      Not this time, please, Gods, not this time.

      Her lantern illuminated walls of white limestone. Stalactites had begun to form in the ceiling, young yet, while water and the relentless passage of time had carved grooves in the stone beneath her feet. Silver threads criss-crossed the air, reflecting light from her lantern, but she saw no sign of the arachnids that had spun them.

      Satisfied she had reached the bottom of the shaft, Erika set the lantern on the ground beside her and unclipped herself from the rope. Three tugs signalled to her assistants it was safe to descend. It would not pay to venture too far into this place alone.

      She looked again at the walls. So much had been lost to the passage of time, but Erika knew for herself that some powers had remained from the time of the Gods. Her mother had…become a scavenger, digging in the dirt for scraps of metal that she could sell to the local blacksmith.

      Their poverty in her later childhood stung Erika even now, though at least her mother’s occupation had given birth to her fascination with the Gods. The woman had collected trinkets found during her digging—pieces of glass and strange, bendable materials that were of no worth to the local tradesmen. Most had been inert, remnants of a time long lost.

      But one had been different.

      Erika had found it amongst her mother’s collection—a smooth, round piece of glass. It had seemed no different from the others, but for an impurity at its centre. Some mistake in its crafting, her younger self had thought.

      Until she’d squeezed it between her fingers, and a brilliant light had burst forth.

      She’d dropped it, so great had been her shock. The artefact had struck a rock and cracked in half, its light dying with a final flash. Half-blinded, Erika had scrambled to put it back together, before she’d smelt the burning.

      Only as her vision cleared did she see the tiny drop of moisture that had been expelled from the glass. Solid stone had dissolved at its touch, leaving a smoking hole in the rock. Frozen in terror at what she might have unleashed, her younger self had sat frozen as the house filled with a terrible, molten stench. The stone had burnt for an hour before whatever magic had been hidden within the glass finally consumed itself. It had left a hole almost the size of Erika’s fist in the unadorned floor.

      Erika had not soon forgotten the beating she’d received for the incident, though today it was the loss of the object she regretted. Who knew what power it might have possessed? She’d found other objects over the years, but none had retained their magic.

      The scuffing of boots on stone announced the arrival of her first assistant. A plump Flumeeren man by the name of Ibran, he had been one of the first to record the known locations of these sites. He’d been reluctant to join the expedition, concerned as he was by the wrath of the Gods, but his academic’s mind had finally proven stronger than his superstition. Unclipping himself from the rope, Ibran took up another lantern and stepped aside for her second assistant to make his descent.

      Sythe was Ibran’s opposite in every way, more fighter than academic. The queen had offered his services to ensure their safety on the journey. So far, they had not had to test his skills as a warrior, though his strength had been a welcome addition. He came into view now, descending rapidly, a massive pack looped over his shoulders. A pickaxe was clipped to the side and within were their supplies—rope and food for several days, water, even a blasting cap, in case they had to break through a collapse in the cave network.

      She might have travelled with a larger party, but Erika was not the only one interested in the world before The Fall. She’d heard whispers of Archivists in Gemaho who sought the same secrets as herself. With the fall of Calafe, the world was growing desperate for an answer to the Tangata.

      When Sythe had landed and unclipped, Erika nodded for him to take the lead. “Slowly,” she murmured, “if anything remains, I don’t want to disturb it.”

      “Yes, Archivist,” Sythe said with a nod. He was not a man of many words.

      Ibran took up position behind Erika as they started off into the caves. He too carried a pack, though like hers, it only held his food and water for the day, along with a few scrolls to help with translating the language of the Gods. Though breathing in the moisture-laden air, Erika felt they might be getting ahead of themselves.

      The ancient sites seemed to follow a similar pattern to one another, though the rock that surrounded them was smooth, unbroken by a single joint. Had the Gods carved them from the bedrock itself? The thought of such power sent a shudder down Erika’s spine. Surely even a fraction would be enough to destroy the Tangata.

      Using sketches of the last site they’d visited as a map, the three wound their way deeper into the darkness. The tunnel branched at regular intervals, creating a maze far beneath the surface. Smaller openings appeared in the walls, revealing all manner of chambers.

      The moisture seemed to lessen as they pressed on, though as the hours stretched out, they still saw no sign of relics. Doubt touched Erika. What had she been thinking, pinning her future on a wild goose chase? She should have known nothing would remain of the time before The Fall, not even in these secret places. If only they had been sealed away, protected from the elements. Instead they had remained opened to the world, their contents rotted away, or perhaps even stolen by early explorers.

      Steeling herself, Erika forced her chin higher. They had barely started. It would take days to explore the entire network. Plenty of time yet for a discovery.

      There would be a chamber somewhere here, something that had been protected, that still held its secrets. She continued on, counting steps, checking each chamber she came too, then continuing. Always they were spaced the same number of steps apart---

      Erika frowned, pausing midstride. There should have been another opening ahead, but instead she found only smooth, untouched stone. Still in the lead, Sythe continued on, unaware of the break in pattern, but she stopped.

      “Something wrong, Archivist?” Ibran asked.

      Shaking her head, Erika did not reply. Had she lost track of her footsteps? No, she had long grown used to keeping the count while other thoughts occupied her mind. Following the pattern of the other sites, there should be a chamber here.

      But there was nothing but solid stone.

      Erika’s heart hammered in her chest as she held the lantern closer to the limestone wall. Not a single crack showed in the silvery stone, nothing to indicate a cave-in had closed off the chamber. Had the Gods changed their pattern in this place? But no, the rest of the site had been a mirror image of the others.

      “An irregularity,” she murmured, more to herself than her companions.

      It didn’t make sense. Why change the pattern here? She leaned in closer, inspecting the pale rock. Light from her lantern shimmered as it caught in the thin trails of water trickling down the wall. She frowned as an idea came to her. Wasn’t it odd, that these places had been carved from the bedrock—then left unadorned? With the power at their fingertips, why would the Gods choose to leave their sacred places so…plain?

      Unless the limestone was not, in fact, the original stone.

      “The pickaxe,” she said, turning to Sythe.

      Sythe raised an eyebrow, but he was a former soldier and accustomed to obeying orders without question. Shrugging the pack from his back, he unclipped the pickaxe and handed it over.

      Carefully she stepped up to the wall. The white stone seemed to glow in the lantern light, as though the rock had somehow absorbed the great magics that had once been worked here. Erika cared little for its beauty—only for what might lie beneath. Using the razor-sharp point of the pickaxe, she scraped at the rock, gently at first, then with greater pressure as the limestone crumbled.

      She kept at her task until, with a sharp grating noise, the pick struck something unyielding beneath the white rock. The breath caught in her throat and she withdrew the pick, revealing darkness beneath. For a moment, Erika thought it was stone—then Ibran moved his lantern, and light reflected from the black.

      “Metal,” she whispered.

      “Truly?” Ibran leaned in closer, trying to get a better look. “That’s…impossible. It would have corroded, rusted away long ago.”

      “And yet it remains,” Erika murmured. That was a question for another day, though. Turning to Sythe, she handed the pickaxe back to him. “Let’s see how far it extends.”

      The warrior nodded. He worked with more care than Erika would have expected from one untrained in the Archivists arts. The queen had apparently chosen her people well. Chunks of stone fell away and slowly a great panel of reflective metal was revealed. Dust covered its surface, but it remained unmarked by the pickaxe. Whatever the Gods had used in its creation, it was apparently harder than steel.

      Blood pounded in Erika’s ears as Sythe finally stepped back, revealing the full extent of his work. He had removed the limestone a foot to either side of the panel, though here his administrations had only revealed another type of rock. It confirmed Erika’s suspicions. The limestone had not been there during the time of the Gods—it had formed later, deposited as a thin layer by the calcite laden waters.

      She turned her attention back to the metal sheet. Its surface was unadorned, giving no indication of its purpose. But Erika knew, had guessed it the second she’d uncovered the reflective surface. This panel was the reason for the missing chamber.

      “It’s a door,” she murmured.

      “But how to open it?” Ibran replied.

      He had a point. There was no handle that might have released the door from its frame. In fact, the steel joined so tightly with the rock on either side that it formed a perfect seal. Erika’s hands began to shake. If this door had kept out the moisture, its contents might have been protected from the relentless passage of time.

      This was what she’d been searching for!

      “Can you knock it down?” she asked, excitement washing away her usual caution.

      Sythe flicked her a glance, then stepping back from the door, he lurched forward and slammed a boot into the metal. The panel did not so much as budge. He tried again, and a final time, but it was clear the metal would take more than human strength to move.

      Erika swallowed. Dare she risk the explosive charges? They could bring the roof down on them, or destroy whatever lay on the other side. But what other choice did she have? The pickaxe had not even dented the strange metal.

      “Sythe,” she murmured. “The blasting cap.”

      “What?” Ibran hissed. “Archivist, you cannot be serious. The risk—”

      “The risk is acceptable,” Erika spoke over him. There was more than just her reputation at stake—the queen did not take kindly to failure. Especially if she learned they’d been so close and turned back. “Sythe, I trust you can open this door without bringing the ceiling down on top of us.”

      Sythe was already rummaging in his pack, but he paused long enough to nod. Ibran stuttered something incomprehensible and then started off back down the corridor. Ignoring him, Erika watched as Sythe set the charges. She had little experience with such things, and had to trust the man knew what he was doing. If they ended up destroying what lay within…

      No, she could not doubt herself, not now. She needed to know what lay behind this door. Her fate, the fate of Flumeer, and perhaps even humanity itself, depended on it.

      Finally, Sythe stepped back from the door. He had set two charges, one high, the other low, both on the left-hand side of the door. Taking the fuse from his pack, he attached it to the charges and then glanced at her.

      “Ready.”

      Nodding, Erika led the way back down the tunnel. If the explosion did cause a cave-in, she didn’t want to be anywhere near it. Sythe trailed the fuse out behind them as they went, until they reached the last chamber they’d passed. There they found a sulking Ibran. Erika joined him in the chamber’s questionable shelter and then looked to Sythe.

      He lit the fuse.

      Erika held her breath as sparks leapt from the wire and vanished back into the main tunnel. Suddenly doubtful, she shared a glance with Ibran, but it was too late to change her mind now. Closing her eyes, she held her hands over her ears and waited.

      Boom.
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