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Virals

Aiyana Todralan, princess, and de facto ruler of the imperium. Though a viral, Aiyana can disguise her undead appearance, a rare ability

Threadfin Todder, an imperial viral mage, and brother to Aiyana. He can’t disguise his appearance and is getting uglier by the day

Tezcat Licolo, a lost viral soul linked to Aiyana Todralan, and an annoying friend of Threadfin’s

Beezer, an ancient viral soul linked to Aiyana Todralan’s

Lyrin, an ancient viral soul linked to Aiyana Todralan’s

––––––––
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Green/Bluecloaks (Actaeon Guard)

ARTORIUS (GREENCLOAK), a captain in Icarthya

Grudge (Greencloak), a simple-minded corporal and scout, who loves his Ma

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

Sind (Greencloak), a captain in Icarthya, with a grudge

Pint Little (formerly a bluecloak), a corporal serving under Sarscha Todralan in Byrsa, nicknamed, Pittle

Tame Vara (formerly a bluecloak), friend of Sarscha Todralan, and a sergeant in Byrsa

Krasta Remus (formerly a bluecloak), a captain in Byrsa

Icarthians

Podral Pole, an imperial bodyguard known as a Darken, in service to Threadfin Todder, reluctantly leading a squad of greencloaks as he tries to keep Threadfin out of trouble

Markus Cipius, former legionary officer, and conclavist

Rylana Cipius, former conclavist and friend, of Aiyana Todralan

Polius Augustus, conclavist

Lucius Aidarius, conclavist

Sarscha Todralan, former imperial marshal, and estranged sister of Threadfin and Aiyana

Nephilim

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

Desool, youngest son of Og, who has no desire to rule, and is regarded as a disappointment by both father and brothers

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

Og, of Bashan, king of the Nephilim, who rules from his bed, and is believed to be dying

Others

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

Asher, an Atlantian

Astra, a weird young girl with powerful magic, a fragmented soul, and an ancient name, or an evil sorceress reborn depending on one’s perspective

Azrael, a vanth in rebel army camp of Markus Cipius

Cadaver, male leader of the Torments, serving the Grim

Cerberus, fabled guardian of Hell’s Teeth (see also, Grim, Hell’s Teeth)

Librarian, the, fabled two-headed man with access to all knowledge in existence (see also, Orthrus)

Mania, a powerful shraed in female form, with a meddlesome streak

Manic, Mania’s twin brother, who is often bored

Nipper, a mongrel scribe/servant serving Threadfin Todder, who is thinking of forming a union for better pay and treatment

Orthrus, the Librarian in another bestial form (see also, Librarian, the)

Rade Wyn, a shade inhabiting an ancient Necropolis, and a fragment of Astra’s ancient soul. May also be somebody’s mother

Rasnal Nalrost, a high mage, sometimes referred to as a sorcerer, long since dead (also believed to be the Grim)

Ralan, the son of Grim, and the Tenth Torment

Raziel, commander of the Dominions, a legionary rank of angels

Samael, a vanth in Icarthya

Striga, a female Torment, serving the Grim, and her own interests
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Abandoned by Kith and Kin

Betrayed by Light and Darkness

The Despoiler Awakens


—  a quote attributed to the Book of Chains 

chapter & verse unknown






The Tower of Babel has crumbled, lost beneath the grief of Tears. His soul cut off, his machinations set loose upon the world ... gather in loyal number, and open the Teeth of Hell...

... flee, you sons and daughters of Anthya. Your deaths are nigh. The world shall weep, and gnash its teeth, for the Grim will walk among you.’

—excerpted from the White Daemoni, chapter 104, verse 2, 3
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PROLOGUE
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ADAL STOOD UPON the border of existence with one hand raised. Myriads of angels formed ranks, stretching as far as he could see. Before him in the front row stood the Dominions, the most formidable of angelic warriors, while far behind the legions he spotted a thin border peppered by stars. The Spectrum of Existence.

A wave rippled through their number as they drew blades. Their silvery brightness outshone their golden armour, tempered by dark wings and stern faces. Every one of them ready to die in defence of the Spectrum.

Adal turned to face the Darkness, as did Fakir on his left, and Etruria to his right. Directly behind him, commanding the rest of the legions, waited Linuncia, Raziel, and Michael. These were the ancients, once known as the Al Diron by mortals of many worlds.

Adal alone took a dozen steps forward to face the Darkness first. Before him, wreathed in dark fog, was a mosaic of light denoting the Spectrum’s edge. Gnawed and torn by the Darkness. The fissures in the fabric of space and time lengthened with more eruptions and within them lightning struck with sharp staccato beats. The Spectrum flinched in pain. Millions of worlds felt those stabs as did Adal’s heart.

‘Here they come,’ he cried, voice booming. ‘Ready. Hold until the last!’ 

‘None can pass!’ shouted Etruria raising her soul-sword. ‘None can survive!’

Fakir roared beside them, ‘Destroy them all!’

‘Dominions,’ cried Raziel, raising a soul-spear. ‘For the Spectrum!’

‘For Existence,’ rose another cry, which echoed through the angelic host.

With that, the legions erupted in a roar to shake countless worlds and send a shiver through the dark fog.

The shraeds of Tartaros emerged and a black-winged tide rushed at the waiting angels, shraeds clambering over one another in their haste. Nothing visible of their features, but a writhing mass of talons and wings.

Adal greeted the dark tide first, his angelic host mere mortal heartbeats behind.

Light met Darkness in a horrendous clash, sending shockwaves rippling outward to echo throughout the stars. 

Shraeds leapt at the angels, latching onto them with hooks of night. The angels fought back using soul shards of various designs. Those blades devoured the enemy by the dozen, then by the score, the hundreds, and finally by the thousands. Their screeches became insufferable, but the enemy numbers proved countless.

Adal fought with a cold fury only his sister Etruria could match. They mirrored one another in their movements, a dance of light through darkness. Fakir, impeccable in his timing as always, watched their backs and felled any who sought to flank them. Raziel and his Dominions with Linuncia on his left pushed forward, dividing the enemy force into two. They had begun to turn the tide.

The angelic legions pushed forward. Light drove back the darkness, a dawn unrivalled, chaotic, and bloody red, but a dawn nonetheless.

Adal took his first respite from battle, leaning on his soul sword, wings curving about him. His gaze swept across the legions as he studied the battle. Despite the heroic stand, he saw many of his kin fall, including the mighty Michael, an archangel of renown.

Most of the angels fell as husks while the leech-like shraeds fed on their souls. Others, however, suffered horrible wounds while managing to keep their souls intact; for a time, at least. These staggered back through the lines, but Adal knew there was no hope for them. Dark veins bulged beneath angelic skin, pulsing as their bodies began the transformation. It took some quickly, but a few might last days before turning. They would become the lost, the abandoned, the forgotten.

They would become vanths or perhaps a Rift of the Fallen Ones. Some might turn into harpies, chimeras, or Titans, but whatever the result, they would be servants of Tartaros. Adal and his kin would offer mercy and destroy all those they found, but in a battle such as this, they never found them all.

Soon afterwards, the battle ended on the edge of Existence, but the infections within the ranks numbered in the tens of thousands, while hundreds of thousands had perished. They set about slaughtering the infected; an act of mercy, which still pierced Adal’s soul. Those ones who had not yet turned cried out to their former comrades and friends. The price was high, but they had no choice. Stand and fight or let existence end. 

No choice at all.

Adal turned away to look at the distant line of stars, hardly visible now. He looked to the Spectrum and what they fought for. His intellect told him there was no chance they could win this war. They drove back the darkness repeatedly and always their numbers were decimated further. New angels birthed within dying stars would emerge, but too few to compensate for the losses.

Adal turned at the sound of commotion and saw someone forcing their way back from the front line. 

Saltron, a younger angel by several thousand millennia, approached. Fury distorted his face though it was equally apt to laughter. At least, it used to be. A rebel now and a constant thorn in Adal’s side.

‘Have you seen enough?’ Saltron demanded, tossing his shard aside. ‘When will your lust for battle be sated, oh Great One?’  

‘Know your place, Sal,’ said Adal through gritted teeth. ‘You have not risen high enough to challenge the Al Diron and you will never rise to challenge me. Remember your place.’

The young Dominion pointed back across the wastelands at the Spectrum. ‘They are responsible. Mortals have done this to us. Yet, we stand here and give our existence for theirs? It is wrong and you know it.’

Fakir and Etruria had returned to stand beside their leader, saying nothing, their presence enough.

Except, this time it wasn’t. At least, not for Saltron who had become brazen. ‘At least the humans must be destroyed,’ he spat. ‘They’re the worst of all mortal kind. We should descend upon them, and wipe them out. Then this war can end. Don’t deny it, Adal. You know I speak truth. We all know it.’ He gestured with his arm taking in the legions. ‘Their loyalty to you is all that stops them. You have blinded them to the truth. I intend to give them back their sight.’

The young angel departed, turning his back to the fading battle. So many are like him, thought Adal. So many willing to lay all blame at the feet of mortals. Nothing is ever that simple. 

This war would soon come to the mortal realms, and Saltron might yet get his wish. There were those who had begun to listen to him. Cracks in the resistance were widening as Tartaros sought to turn ally and friend against one another. In the end, the Darkness always won.

An inevitable end, he thought, and yet we continue to fight this unwinnable war. 

In his heart, he knew there was something else. It lay within the Spectrum, within humanity. A strange oblivious aberration of existence.

He glanced back at the distant line of stars and the worlds of mortal kind.

Its name was, Hope.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1 Emissaries
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Year 924YC, in the Year of the Church

VOICES IN THEIR thousands whispered to Aiyana. Shooting pain followed their onset as the cacophony reverberated throughout her skull. So many voices. All saying the same thing.

Whenever she was alone, ghostly figures would also crowd the edges of her vision. This new phenomenon had begun a few weeks earlier. If she turned her head to look at them there was never anyone there. She couldn’t make out their features, and the more she concentrated the less substantial they became.

It’s coming, their voices warned. It comes for you. You must act, Aiyana. You must. They never commanded or berated her, just pleaded, and oh, how their cries were heart-rending. She wanted to help them. It was her duty besides. It was the reason she existed.

The would-be imperatrix cried out in her mind for them to quieten, while massaging her temple as she attempted to collect her thoughts, to focus. She then scrubbed at the gold ring on her left hand with its inset of black wings as she sought to place herself in the present. At times, she felt pulled outside of herself as though she too was a ghost. Once, when those wings had been of silver, she would have kissed them for luck. When she looked at them now, she felt the urge to toss the object into the flames. But, she did not.

Wincing, she forced the voices deeper before raising a shaky goblet to her lips to savour the spiced liquid. A pity wine did not impact the undead as it did the living; her talent at appearing alive had limits. It would have been pleasant to lose herself in a drunken haze, to forget everything, if but for a while.

In control again, she eyed her guest while offering him the cup.

The Calamiri envoy took the goblet while examining her with a look of concern. Whatever he thought of her behaviour he kept it to himself suggesting he wasn’t a fool. She’d met too many of those. Taking a deep draught of the wine before handing it back, the envoy smiled. Her gesture was meant to be a sign of companionship, of trust; a load of old diplomatic shittery she no longer had patience with. She’d just needed the extra moment to collect her sanity. It seemed ruling was as much about the façade. She despised it, but to gain the backing and the finances she needed, it was proving necessary.

The bronze-skinned man, in gold sequenced robes of white and a wide golden belt complete with a red-jewelled hilted dagger, bowed low. Since she wasn’t the imperatrix yet, he had no need, but she appreciated the gesture. He also wore his jet-black hair in long braids and had a bone necklace.

The reception room in the Black Palace felt massive with just the two of them and two servants. She’d insisted the guards remain outside, including her imperial marshal. She had wanted to make it feel less intimidating, at least at first.

‘The hospitality of your imperium is most welcome, princess,’ said the envoy in a greasy voice. ‘We had worried ... well, due to recent events that we would not be well received. The rumours reaching us were most unpleasant. We almost expected to find someone undead on the throne.’ He offered a polite laugh and resumed his scratching. The poor fellow appeared to be developing a skin condition.

How awful.

Nearby were cushioned seats close to a wide basalt fireplace. Flames fingered the fat logs but gave off little warmth. Not that she needed the heat, but at times she almost believed she was living and breathing. It had been her dream once, to be alive. Then something would remind her of the truth hidden beneath the lies and a darkness would fall upon her.

There were several windows to her left looking out over the palace gardens and city. She glided to one, forcing the envoy and a servant to follow. Glancing through the bubbled glass down into the overgrown summer garden, she said, ‘By rumours, I believe you mean the reports from your spies? It is my understanding they are numerous here in Icarthya.’

He grunted, clearing his throat. ‘Diplomacy is—’

‘Let me stop you there,’ she said raising one hand with her back still turned to him. ‘I have no time or patience to be diplomatic. I also don’t care if you take offense. We both know you have your spies everywhere. Your rulers see opportunity in our misfortune. Let us not play these political games.’

She turned to place the goblet on a silver platter held by one of the few human servants remaining to her. Aiyana smiled at her visitor, who took a fresh cup. He drank it a lot faster. He was the eighth such sent north from Eladaldor, admitted through the lone gateway at the Gulley. At least that part of the imperium wasn’t falling apart. Yet. Only one envoy, from the kingdom of Tage to the southwest, had arrived by ship.

Overt spies, they came to see whether they could pick clean whatever remained. With the legions under the command of a new imperial marshal she imagined this envoy wasn’t pleased. He had likely expected a greater mess. It wouldn’t stop him from seeking out weak points, and given the opportunity he’d find them. Aiyana was in a precarious position. The imperium was wounded if not dead. Undead might have described it best, and she had to stifle another giggle. It was a joke Threadfin would appreciate. She laughed despite herself. The diplomat frowned, uncertain if he should take offence. Yes, she thought, keep him unbalanced.

‘We understand,’ he said in a cold voice, ‘you are having trouble with your bid for the throne. Since we are not being, diplomatic.’ 

Now, that is direct. I guess I did offend him. Oh, well, no point holding back now.

‘The Kalasari of Calamir,’ he went on in an imperious tone, ‘might be positively disposed towards you. They stand ready to gather support and finance, should you require it.’ He scratched at his neck again, the beginning of a red sore appearing above his golden collar. Poor fellow was starting to look pale too.

The translation of his words was easy enough; they would back her with military aid to secure her position, murdering her rivals and critics, while propping her on the throne as their puppet. Calamir would finally have a foothold, if not outright control, in the imperium. Did they think her so naive or desperate? Wasn’t she? Sometimes she felt like a child pretending to be an imperatrix, ruling over her dolls with imperial iron.

‘The trouble is,’ she answered sweetly, feeling anything but, ‘you do not understand the situation at all.’

The envoy’s eyes narrowed, a slight shake of the head while he scratched furiously. The sores climbed his neck towards his chin. His scratching made them angrier, and he began to appear anxious.

With a sigh, she let go of her power and the façade she’d long shown the world. Threadfin had let the kecc out of the sack with his misadventures, although it was unfair to blame him for all of it. Just some of it. No matter, the time for hiding was over. It could never have lasted, not with what was coming.

The envoy’s eyes widened, his mouth opening and closing. To his credit he didn’t flee, though he clearly wanted to. He downed the rest of the wine in a single gulp and began to splutter. The servant moved to render aid, but the envoy flapped a hand to stay him.

‘As you can see,’ said Aiyana, ‘your rumours were most accurate.’ Her viral face wasn’t at all beautiful as breathers considered beauty. Lifting a finger, she touched her desiccated skin, moving up towards her sunken eye socket and repositioned a wisp of lank grey hair, to cover a bald patch. She offered him a gap-toothed smile. She felt a maggot burrowing through her right cheek and there were new changes since her battle with Avitus. Both iris and pupil were missing in each of her eyes, and dark veins smothered her body. Her magic-wrought façade managed to keep it hidden, although the effort proved greater than it once had. Several of the servants had taken ill, though she tried to spread it out as much as possible. After all, her magic needed life.

‘Our sources,’ the man mumbled, gagging from either her face or the wine, ‘did inform us you are, um, of the undead. I must admit, I did not believe it. However, this is not news. We have encountered such in our own lands in the past. Virals have existed throughout the world at one time or another.’

Impressive, she thought. Most breathers would trip over themselves trying to get away, gibbering their allegiance. ‘Yes, you have encountered us.’ She offered him her fiercest glare, which considering her current appearance, must have been terrifying. The Calamari had beheaded and burned every undead viral they’d uncovered. 

‘Return and inform your leaders this is a viral imperium,’ she said. ‘I will become imperatrix and rule as my father did. I welcome any alliance that will benefit the Icarthian Imperium. However, I will not tolerate interference. Any Calamiri spy caught within our borders, I will have executed, including any posing as envoys.’ 

The man’s face paled further and he backed away a step, one hand on the hilt of his dagger.

‘Either Calamir is our friend,’ she continued, ‘or it is not. Please, I hope you don’t mind if I do not escort you out. I have a lot to do. Spies to round up and kill. You know, lots of important matters of state.’

The man walked backwards, bowing as he scratched furiously, the boils vicious. Aiyana sagged on to a gilded chair as the doors shut. She had drawn on the man’s life but a touch, and yet it made her feel dirty.

She allowed her façade to return. While she had accepted who and what she was, she didn’t enjoy showing her true face or the fear it caused. Old habits, she supposed. People’s reactions would always bother her. Am I some sort of monster then? Poor old Fin, suffering all those years, while everyone had looked at her beauty and smiled.

Now, Threadfin looked more a monster than before, but at least he was comfortable with it. All virals had power, albeit not equal, but her brother was a true mage with a greater level of magic. It had marked him inside and out. He was not her little brother anymore and she grieved for the innocence of their youth.

It was then the voices resumed their familiar clamour.

It’s coming! Aiyana. Flee!
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2 Friends & Enemies
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THE TALL OAKEN doors of the palace reception room opened inward to admit the imperial marshal. Aiyana watched the woman march with a graceful sway and an easy smile. Scatter always smiled. Nothing appeared to faze the Hatavan.

‘There are four conclavists awaiting you,’ announced the new marshal, fiddling with her uniform. The forest-green cloak brushed the red patterned carpet. The former Aidari leader had claimed she didn’t need a uniform, but Aiyana had insisted. With the ornate leather armour bearing the white wings of Todralan, the dark-skinned woman reminded her a little of Canaan Pen Luthus, the former high exemplar.

‘How is the recruitment coming along?’ Aiyana asked.

The imperial marshal showed no sign of displeasure at the question. Aiyana had asked her the same every day for a month. ‘I now have the necessary troops to secure the capital. I’ve sent what I can to several cities. However, Byrsa is a lost cause. My scouts have returned and all report the same. I would need several legions to sweep through there. Months of hard street-to-street fighting. There are reports of surviving redcloaks having taken up residence in Byrsa. It’s said they are plotting against you.’

Aiyana sighed. ‘I don’t doubt it. The Exemplar Guard may be gone, but their fanaticism will endure for years. It is impossible to destroy hate. All we can do is stand against it.’

‘Your family once called us Aidari fanatics too,’ noted Scatter. ‘It is easy to label people. Do not underestimate them, my lady.’

Aiyana eyed her. ‘You are still a fanatic. It is all a matter of perspective, and I assure you, mine is quite clear.’ She waved at the marshal to admit the conclavists. Oh, Cathya, she thought, remembering her Darken and friend, how I wish you were with me.

Scatter had been busy locating the politicians, most of whom had fled during Liviana’s coup. They had dispersed themselves throughout the imperium, some leaving its borders. She would not force them to attend her and had instead urged the marshal to convince them. Few had responded to her request.

Polius Augustus and Lucius Aidarius entered first. Both looked haggard with Polius’ thin frame scrawnier than she remembered. Amazing the man remained upright at all. Old friends and adversaries for decades, those two were now the eldest of the conclave with Cicero having passed away. Lucius walked bent over with the aid of a stick, his long nose giving him the appearance of an old crone.

Behind them came Markus Cipius followed by his sister, Rylana. Markus, a former legionary officer, carried new scars on his face, but his square jaw and broad shoulders said he was as strong as always. No doubt, whoever gave him the scars hadn’t lived long to gloat. 

Rylana glared at her former friend. She had not taken the news of Aiyana’s true nature well. It saddened Aiyana, for they had been close once. I’m surprised the woman came at all, she thought. Likely, if not for Markus, she wouldn’t have, which made her wonder if the man might be an ally.

Aiyana remained as she was with the marble fireplace to her right, close enough to feel warmth, the arrangement of cushioned seats before her. She was not imperatrix and didn’t want to appear as presumptuous as Liviana had. Therefore, guards were at a minimum, though she didn’t have many, and her seat was ordinary if gilded. She was after all her father’s daughter and a princess. They needed reminding of that too. Again, it was all about balance. She wondered then why she felt as though she was about to topple into an abyss.

‘Please,’ she said with a broad smile, arms spread, ‘be seated, all of you. Would anyone like some refreshments?’

Three cloaked mongrels, and one serving man in a green knee-length tunic, appeared from behind the columns carrying silver pitchers, trays filled with clay bowls of berries, fruits, and shellfish. Polius accepted wine but declined food. Lucius did the opposite. Markus helped himself to both, while Rylana refused everything with an impatient wave of her hand. In those few seconds, Aiyana learned where she stood with each.

‘Firstly,’ she said, knowing she needed to put them at ease, ‘I wish to apologise for having had you all brought here in haste. Under present circumstances, my leaving the palace would be unwise. There are many who would take the opportunity to seize Icarthya, or to assassinate me.

‘I understand you each have reservations and recent events have made things difficult. It is important we discuss the situation. For the good of the people and the imperium.’

‘Difficult?’ spat Polius, waving a thin arm at her, which just happened to hold his goblet. He splashed wine across the crimson carpet. Aiyana did not believe the act for a moment. Markus Olen had warned his daughter about each conclavist. Polius did nothing without meaning or intention.

‘My father, Cicero, you remember him?’ Polius continued. ‘He’s dead because of Avitus and her coup. Her Spectrum-forsaken, Grim-hooded soldiers murdered my entire family. “Difficult,” she says?’

‘Oh, the all-gracious Seraphim above give me patience, please,’ snapped Lucius. ‘Your father died of old age, and you know it well. He was a hundred and six years old.’

‘The fact he was old when one of those accursed exemplars put a knife in his eye, is hardly noteworthy.’

‘As for the rest of your miserable blood,’ Lucius continued, ‘you don’t know where they are, and don’t say you do. You don’t. You haven’t seen any of them in years, and “difficult,” perfectly describes events since Liviana’s abdication. Difficult bordering on catastrophic.’

Polius’ face reddened and he puffed himself up or tried to since such a feat was physically impossible. Those two would debate whether the sun rose in the morning and set in the evening, both making valid, reasonable arguments.

‘Well, as to Liviana Avitus,’ said Aiyana, over the rim of her goblet, eyeing each of them, ‘she didn’t abdicate. The throne was never hers to give up. A rumour I allowed although I didn’t begin it. I had no desire to disturb the populace with unnecessary pain and worry. Above that already caused, of course. Many have lost so much it seemed pointless to set the record straight. Few plebeians would even care.’

‘Then,’ asked Markus, twirling his empty goblet as though examining the workmanship, and perhaps he was, ‘what did happen?’ 

‘I left her in a pool of her own blood. Then the palace in Byrsa fell on her.’

Markus nodded. Polius spluttered and almost choked. Lucius gaped, while Rylana gave her head an angry toss. Always over dramatic when angry was Rylana.

‘However, none of you have all the facts,’ said Aiyana. ‘You cannot appreciate how terrible a woman she was, or what forces she dabbled in.’ She couldn’t tell them everything. Not of how a harpy named Andromeda had possessed Liviana for example, or about the Shathra Stone. Sometimes, the truth was too unbelievable. 

‘I was not alone in the act. High Exemplar Canaan Pen Luthus died trying to stop her. If not for him I would have failed, and you would be facing her right now. A much more terrible and powerful Liviana too.’ She had yet to reconcile Canaan’s actions with what she knew of the man. Why did he help in the end? She might never know. She was grateful to him although she believed he had not done it for her.

‘You lie,’ Rylana spat. ‘He served her. We all know it. He was responsible for much of the death after the coup. If he helped you murder her then you were in league with him. You give us another reason not to trust you.’

‘Don’t,’ said Markus touching his sister’s hand. ‘I have known this woman all her life. Yes, she has her secrets, but she has never lied outright. We all have secrets, sister. If she says that’s what happened, I believe her.’

Rylana rounded on him. ‘You cannot be serious?’

‘I also knew Pen Luthus. What she has told us has the ring of truth. Honour, justice, those meant everything to the man. He would not have seen any of his previous actions as crimes, not when Liviana had her claws in him, but in the end, I think he saw her for what she was.’

‘Brother, you know what this woman is.’ Rylana stabbed a finger in Aiyana’s direction.

‘Do you?’ asked Aiyana. ‘Do you know what I am, Ryl?’

‘You don’t get to call me that anymore.’

‘Well, is this what you mean?’ Aiyana allowed them to see her true face as she had done with the envoy, for a few seconds relinquishing the façade. Polius did choke this time and had to be aided by Lucius with several slaps to his back, which knocked him onto the floor. Markus grimaced, turning away, while his sister pointed again, and shouted, ‘There, do you see? She condemns herself!’

‘Yes, Rylana, I am a viral. I am also not the first of the undead to sit the imperial throne.’ They stared at her in collective disbelief as they visibly struggled with the obvious question. ‘Oh, you didn’t know? My grandfather was also undead, born of the plagues as was I and my brother. Liviana knew about us, but not about Olen Quintus.

‘You have all been deceived by a false history, one designed to garner hate for virals.’ Without interruption, apart from some choking from Polius who had resumed his seat, Aiyana related to them the true history of the undead. Scatter had told her everything, filling in whatever she had not already known.

She told them how Nalrost had created the plagues to counter a Darkness devouring the Spectrum. She told them how this world had others mirroring it, and how Nalrost had hoped to save a small part of existence by saving this world and those others. She told them of a viral imperium protecting humanity.

‘It is my intention,’ she finished, ‘to create a new imperium, which will safeguard this world. I will need the help of you four to begin. I intend to treat with all kingdoms and nations. To unite all against the Darkness.’

Silence greeted her. Polius opened his mouth and shut it again. Lucius picked at one large nostril as though he hadn’t heard a word. Markus frowned, but it was Rylana who broke the silence. 

‘How dare you?’ Her face was red with rage. She spat the words out, leaning forwards in her seat. ‘I loved you like a sister. I worshiped you and swore I would serve you until I died. This is how you repay me, with filthy lies? Do you take us for imbeciles? Do you think you can rewrite history and we’ll just go along with it?’

The words hit Aiyana like slaps to the face. She wanted to howl in frustration, but fought to maintain calm.

Markus attempted to soothe his sister, but Rylana stood, smoothing her skirts angrily. ‘I know what you are. The exemplars may be finished but I will find those who see what I do. They will not tolerate one of your kind ruling us. You cannot have my support. I came for confirmation and I have it.’ She turned, batting away her brother’s hand and stormed out of the room.

Aiyana fought the urge to go after her. The woman’s rebuke stung like needles piercing her soul. She had lost a friend and gained an enemy. All in a single moment. This wasn’t going as she had planned, but then in truth, she had lost Rylana before today.

Focus on what you can control, she thought, on what you can do. Holding her head up, not willing to give into self-pity, she eyed the remaining three. Markus was looking over his shoulder at the doors, no doubt feeling torn. Her hopes sank further.

‘Each of you,’ she said in a calm voice, though inside turmoil reigned, ‘can leave and never look upon me again. I will not force anyone to support my claim. I will warn you, however, if I am not imperatrix, the imperium will remain leaderless. There is no conclave. Chaos will ensue. It already has a foothold in Byrsa and it will spread.’

Polius swallowed, glancing at Lucius. ‘By chaos, you mean civil war, don’t you? May as well speak it plain. Rivals for the throne who never stood a chance before will raise armies. It will be another bloodbath. The people cannot take it. There are already lootings and riots, mobs hauling out former Avitus supporters and executing them. Primes popping up everywhere like pimples. It will get worse.’

‘Then, you old fool,’ Lucius snapped, ‘state your position. For Todralan or against?’

‘We are not in conclave.’

‘Does it matter?’

The skinny oldster swallowed another lump in his throat, staring at Aiyana as though waiting for her to transform again. She wouldn’t, having just wanted to be honest about who and what she was. They needed to understand what they were getting into and she needed to know those who supported her wouldn’t switch sides later. 

‘For,’ he whispered.

Lucius nodded, and then offered her a steadier gaze. ‘Olen Quintus was really a viral? I mean, he hid his ... identity as you do?’ 

‘Now who is dithering?’ Polius demanded, as though worried he’d been tricked.

Lucius waved a hand at him, bidding him to silence as he waited for an answer.

‘My grandfather was undead, yes,’ she answered. ‘I did not know of it either, until a few months ago. No one did, I imagine, except perhaps for the Darken who betrayed him. None of us asked for this. It is who we are.’

Lucius nodded. ‘I loved that man and would have died for him ten times over.’ He paused. ‘For.’

Aiyana felt a thrill, for she had not envisaged those two both siding with her since they never agreed on anything.

Markus’ face was grave. ‘I’ve served your family my entire life, as all my forebears have done. I’ve bled for two imperators, one who was undead it seems. I’ve served in politics, bleeding in other ways. I am sorry, Aiyana, but I must put what remains of my family first. You ask too much.’ She nodded, knowing he had lost everyone save his sister. ‘Against,’ he said while rising, glancing at her one last time with genuine sadness.

He turned and followed in Rylana’s wake.

Aiyana also stood, and the remaining two conclavists rose with her. ‘I am grateful to you both, but I am afraid two does not a conclave make.’ She had hoped to start with four and build on it until she had enough for a vote. She needed the support of at least ten families. If they could find ten still living. Liviana had been thorough. 

‘Markus will change his mind,’ said Lucius with a smile, which was well meaning yet short of reassuring. ‘We will petition the survivors. We will rebuild the conclave and avert civil war. You’ll see.’

Both left and Aiyana sat again, feeling lost. 

Poor Lucius, she thought. He hasn’t a clue. Civil war has just been declared right in this room. Rylana would raise an army, and her brother Markus, who was a seasoned veteran, would lead it. They would find willing recruits and if they didn’t, the Calamari and other southern kingdoms would offer them. The undead were forever the enemy of the living, and yet their one hope.

Before I’ve begun, I’ve failed.

Slumped in her chair, she shut her eyes and despaired. She wondered, not for the first time, if it should not be Threadfin on the throne. The Spectrum above knew, she wasn’t suited for this. She’d learned that much these past months. Ruling was easy when everything was going well.

Her eyes snapped open.

It is too late, wailed the voices in unison. Too late, too late, oh why did you not listen? It comes!

What are you talking about? she responded in her mind. I know time is short, but I don’t know what to do. Tell me what to do. 

A single voice among the many then broke through. She knew it well, and smiled at the comfort she felt at hearing it. Her smile didn’t last. Yana, said the voice of her grandfather, you have left it too late. Our end is here. My dear Yana ... run!

It was then the palace shook with the force of an explosion as fire and death ripped through Icarthya. But that wasn’t why the voices told her to run.

She felt it, then. A presence.

Something had arrived at the palace and it hunted for Aiyana Todralan.
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3 Bones and Ashes
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THREADFIN TODDER STEPPED amidst the devastation, his viralic magic forming a long-feathered cloak to hide all but his head.

‘Make a statement,’ his sister had suggested. ‘Let them know who you are. The time for hiding is past.’

Letting them see his face with its scaly green-tinged skin, horns poking out of his jaw and forehead, well, it all made a statement, didn’t it? His cloak flicked at the air as though alive. This was the Icarthian capital and all knew who he was unless they’d just left a hole they’d been living in. Sounded like one of his old girlfriends.

Most breathers who crossed his path did a double-take and found they needed to be elsewhere. It didn’t bother him. At least they weren’t all out for his head. Although, after this morning’s events, that might change.

All about him lay blackened stone, bone, and smouldering embers with pieces of metal, and some charred wood for variety. A third of the wealthy Pleth Quarter gone, and a small section of the Imperial Quarter along with it. Within the damaged city port there were several burning ships. Grief-stricken cries filled the dawn echoing the raucous calls of gulls as survivors floundered amid the wreckage.

Screams and wails of anguish as people realised what, or who, they had lost. Threadfin couldn’t help but notice the odd glare in his direction. Well, of course, blame the undead mage for everything.

Sind kept pace to his right, the soldier with a grip on her bronze sword’s hilt. A captain now and she deserved it. A good soldier, although she was less talkative these days. Since Tope’s death she rarely spoke. His sister was desperate to rebuild the legions, but at least in Sind she had found a good officer.

Unfortunately, this latest catastrophe was personal for the greencloak. It had been her task to watch the girl, and a glance at the soldier’s face told him she wasn’t taking this well. The viral mage said nothing, knowing there were no words to cut through a guilt like that. No words he knew of.

Ahead he spotted two breathers, one in a grey cloak kneeling amid the detritus, poking at something with a knife. Podral Pole rose as he approached.

The imperial marshal stood to one side, watching with a grim expression. When Threadfin was near enough, Scatter reached out to touch his arm with what he took for compassion. Not me who needs it, he thought.

The former Aidari spoke in low tones as though wary of eavesdroppers. Out in the open as they were, Threadfin didn’t see the need.

‘I am sorry,’ she said. ‘I did not foresee this. I knew trouble was coming, but this ...’ She ran a hand over her face as she turned, likely for the hundredth time surveying the damage as though seeing it anew.

‘Hardly your fault, Scats,’ he said. ‘You can’t foresee everything, and not as if anyone else saw it coming. I didn’t and I’m a mage.’

‘I saw her in the middle of it all. Threadfin, there can be no doubt. She is responsible for this.’

The mage turned from the birthing argument. ‘We don’t know anything yet. Let’s not jump to conclusions, at least until I’ve had a chance to talk to her.’

Scatter’s silence was so loud, his head rang. Aiyana did warn me, though, he thought. She saw it coming and I refused to listen. How many dead? No, I don’t dare ask because I’m a coward as usual. Undead guardians of the living. Hah, what a joke. How many had perished because of his decisions or lack thereof? His anguish deepened. How do I fix this? He turned back to the marshal and met her eyes. ‘Where is she then?’

Pole gestured with the knife off to the right. ‘Heard someone mention she was over that way. They thought they’d seen a ghost. I thought it best to wait for you.’ He looked at the mage and scowled. ‘Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going anywhere near her. This has magic writ all over it. Not my area, remember?’

Turning to follow the mage, Scatter paused to pat the Darken’s shoulder. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, Podral. You are well within the blast zone if she loses control again. I doubt you’d feel a thing.’

Pole stared about him, uttering several curses under his breath, as though looking to escape.

Another day, Threadfin would’ve delighted in his friend’s misery. Not this morning. Not with a young girl he’d sworn to protect at the heart of it all.

As they approached what he guessed was the centre of destruction, Scatter caught up to him. He gestured at a smoking ruin. ‘In there?’

The imperial marshal nodded, face grim.

What the building was a few hours earlier, he couldn’t tell. He recognised nothing in this wasteland. The distant buildings on all sides, denoting the rest of the untouched quarter was a juxtaposition he found disquieting. She could have wiped out the entire city, he thought with a shudder. He wondered what had stopped her.

Then his eye caught movement within the building’s remains. He was about to rush in, when Scatter’s grabbed his arm, this time with force. ‘Be careful,’ she warned. ‘You have not seen what she’s become. Her magic is unstable.’ 

‘Sort of stating the obvious,’ he muttered.

Sind had followed them, but remained far enough away not to overhear. There was no one else, though shouts and voices echoed in the distance.

‘Keep Sind distracted for me,’ said Threadfin, ‘at least until I can assess the situation. We don’t need to add more tension.’ Sind was competent, but her personality had darkened since Tope’s death and she had become attached to Astra, although the nature of the relationship eluded him. Apparently, they had come close to blows with one another more than once. Would she protect the girl, or try to kill her?

He shrugged off the Hatavan woman and stalked towards the ruin. Clutching a new silver crucifix at his neck for luck, he drew on his viralic reserves, deflating the pink blisters on his body. He let his magic-wrought cloak erupt into wings as he sent feelers ahead. They came up against something impenetrable and recoiled.

It was her alright.

And, in a way, it wasn’t. At least, not as she had been when they’d first met. Threadfin didn’t like or believe in contradictions, but Astra was one.

He let his magic dissipate not wanting to startle her. The lives of those around him hung in the balance, but what was new? He had no idea what had set her off this time. That it had been her fault was not in dispute, although he prayed for some reasonable explanation. It would need to be a bloody good one.

He found her sitting on what had been a tiled floor, her back against the few remaining stones of a wall. He realised with a start that this had been the imperial conclave. He recognised small details, the odd mosaic tile, or the fragment of a statue.

Astra was fiddling with something. She was wearing a white knee-length tunic, without a single stain despite the level of post-destruction waste around her. Nor was there a golden hair out of place on her head. ‘I knew you would come,’ she said in a soft voice.

Threadfin halted mid-step, uncertain. She looked different, older. When he’d found her a few months earlier, she’d been nine years old, perhaps ten. Now, this girl before him was closer to fifteen. ‘You’ve being having an interesting morning I see.’

‘You always come. It’s why I like you. You don’t forget me. Not like the others. They try not to see me, to pretend I don’t exist.’

‘I can empathise.’

‘They fear me.’

‘They’ve got reason to. Did you get angry because someone ignored you? A little over the top, don’t you think?’

‘I don’t like your sister. You told me she was nice. She’s not. She fears me the most.’

‘So, you destroy half the city? She took you in, gave you rooms, food, servants, and a personal guard all your own.’

‘Because you asked her to. She’d do anything for you.’

‘Not the point I’m trying to make.’

‘I lost my temper,’ she blurted, as she turned her head to regard him, before getting to her feet. ‘It attacked me. I don’t like it when things attack me. I got angry, and a ... darkness filled me.’

‘Another gorgon?’ He’d thought all those accounted for unless they’d found a different way through. I knew there was an explanation, although it did not make him feel better. She’d obviously lost control.

‘Your sister baits me, and I don’t like it.’

‘Wait, what’s that got to do with something attacking you?’

‘Nothing.’

Threadfin swiped at his face, and winced at the discovery of another horn. This one stuck out of his lower lip. They were sharp and ugly and he’d begun to file a few. There was being undead, and there was sticking out as the ugliest undead bastard in existence. Stay focused, he thought. One problem at a time.

‘You’re not like her,’ she said in a conversational manner. ‘You’re different. The anger within you burns slower, goes deeper like a slumbering volcano. Like a slumbering beast. Like mine.’

Keep your focus, damn it. She always managed to distract him, to catch him off guard. She was talented at it. His thoughts then switched to Lorn Larthuz and her delicious taunts and the realisation of who and what Astra was. Lorn is a part of this child whether I like it or not. For the record, he didn’t like it.

‘Is what attacked you still here?’ he asked, as he forced his magic beyond its normal reach, searching for any threat. A gorgon might be lurking anywhere.

She didn’t answer, staring at her hands. At first, he thought she held a doll. It was a bundle of reeds in the shape of something. A chill crawled up his spine. It wasn’t a doll, but a Soul & Fury playing piece. The were others, all in the correct shapes too, remarkably well made. He recognised Sage, and Warrior, Nemesis, Legion and Shadow, and the one in her hand was Sorceress. She’d placed them on a shattered floor tile as though on a playing board, but they were all of Fury. No Soul pieces, the opposite side of the board empty.

He knew that since Cathya Shivar’s death, Aiyana had forbidden the game anywhere within the palace walls. It had been a favourite pastime of Cathya’s. Aiyana had not taught this girl about the game.

She tossed the playing piece in her hand away, and began walking around in her bare feet as though looking for something. She appeared unmindful of shattered tiles or burnt metal. ‘You don’t trust me, Threadfin Todder.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘I trust you, don’t I?’ She scowled at him. ‘You should trust me back.’

He hesitated, since she reminded him a little of Tezcat, which was jarring. ‘After what you’ve just done? You wrecked half the city.’ 

‘A tenth.’

‘Look around you. Don’t you see the destruction, the death you’ve caused?’

She smiled. ‘You think I’m lying because she thinks it. I know you love Aiyana but she has a hold over you. I understand, but her hold will be broken. You’ll see. Then it will be just you and me. Like it is meant to be.’

Yep, too much like Tezcat but much darker. Threadfin began to splutter in response before managing to say, ‘Wait a minute. I’m a mage and no one’s puppet, least of all my sister’s.’ Why am I getting defensive? She’s just a girl. She’s toying with you, you idiot.

Her grin broadened. ‘Your sister will not rule this imperium,’ she announced. ‘Not that it is of any consequence. The imperium is not important. The world is much bigger and the Spectrum is vast beyond your ability to comprehend. Deep down, you know it is true. Why then do you serve what does not matter?’

‘What is it you think you know? Try telling me in plain old Icarthian. Use small words.’ He had a thumping headache and wasn’t in the mood for riddles. Were the undead supposed to get headaches? He didn’t think so, but much of what he thought he’d known had turned out to be grolg-squat.

‘Your sister keeps asking about the Shathra Stone. She gets impatient when I don’t answer.’ She stopped moving and stooped to pick something up. ‘She asks about the wrong artifact. It is not the Stone she needs. The imperium’s fate is not your concern, undead one. You have a bigger problem to deal with.’ She glanced at him then with an aged visage full of wisdom and knowing.

Another artifact? Like the Shathra Stone? One was bad enough. Threadfin felt nervous and the way she addressed him made him feel small, inadequate. He felt as though he should be bowing to her instead. ‘What problem?’

‘Me.’

Words failed him, as he felt a familiar chill touch his spine.

‘I will take this world,’ she continued, ‘and break it. Crack it like an egg.’ In her open hand was half a brick. He watched it crumble as though the air around it crushed it to dust, which it probably had. Her body shimmered for a moment as though vibrating, a dark nimbus surrounding her. ‘There is nothing you can do to stop me, undead one.’

Her eyes then teared up, though her face showed no sign of emotion. ‘Please, Fin, do not try. I wish no harm to you or anyone else.’ Her face became child-like. ‘Fin, please help me. I’m lost. The emptiness ...’

The mage took a few steps towards her and offered his hand. There seemed to be a war within her. Something was very wrong. Well, obviously something is wrong. She just killed hundreds of people and destroyed part of the city with not a mark or stain on her. ‘Astra, I made a promise—’

‘To her, I know, but you didn’t understand. You still don’t. It’s okay, you’ll break your promise while keeping it.’ She gestured at their surroundings. ‘I didn’t mean to kill them.’ She paused, a tear rolling down her cheek. ‘I am lost and there is no saving me. The emptiness rises along with the darkness. I can feel it. It’s using me to gain form, to reach through. Soon, I won’t be ... me any longer.’ 

The mask returned and her expression turned cold. ‘I am not whole, but I will be, Todder. Then the end will come. We are nothing more than pieces in a game. You don’t even know the rules, do you?’

‘I never do,’ he whispered, letting his hand drop. She remained remote from him, and he couldn’t see a way to bridge the gap. Part of him wanted to believe her words as nonsense, but the destruction around him made a mockery of the thought. 

Her eyes flashed in anger, while at the same time he heard a sound. He whirled to see Sind with sword in hand, staring at Astra. Anger filled her face. Scatter was edging closer with her gaze on the greencloak, ready to intervene. 

Too late, Threadfin knew. Always too late. He tried to weave a shield to protect Sind as he ran back towards her. Something forced the shield aside and he knew Astra was going to kill the soldier. Sind was a guardian of the city and its inhabitants first, and he realised Aiyana must want Astra dead. The relationship between them had been one of jailer and prisoner. He could not allow Astra to do this, for her own sake, and for Sind’s. Oh, Aiyana, what have you gone and done?

He caught movement in his peripheral vision, forcing him to stop and turn. He had no time to react as something attacked Astra instead.
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4 Taken
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A CREATURE ROSE from the charred rubble. A nightmare of seething shadow, which coalesced into a hideous form. Spines bristled from its skull and back, its face eyeless with a large set of double-hinged jaws. Wings made of pale black skin fanned outwards while waves of sickly light pulsed across its body, which writhed as though formed of black snakes. Spines shot outward from the beast like bolts, impaling earth, stone, and flesh.

Threadfin used his magic to deflect the attack, but out of two dozen spines, several got through. Sind convulsed as one struck her in the face. Scatter cried out, and using her unique ability, she split into two with one replica lunging for the collapsing greencloak. As the second Scatter went for the creature, Threadfin sent his power ahead of her. Somehow the beast blocked his counter, sending a rippling shockwave back at him. The jolt drove him to his knees.

Four spines hit the second Scatter who collapsed in convulsions. More spines, but Threadfin’s magic intercepted those in the form of a gaseous black vapor, incinerating them on contact.

He ran back toward Astra as the projectiles flew at her. Without warning, he met a wall of invisible power, which landed him on his back. Astra, the fool, was trying to protect him.

Rising he saw none of the spines had touched her. Another attack, but they disintegrated inches from her. They could not touch her, but the ghoul had opened its jaws by this time and it was holding her frozen in place. She smiled at it and it began to screech and tremble with pain.

This ghoul had met its match.

Before she could kill it, however, a series of eruptions fountained dirt and debris into the air. Threadfin, having just gotten to his feet, stumbled, and cursed.

Now what?

Rising from separate craters were four of the Grim’s own. The one appearing to lead the Torments had gold tipped horns which formed a natural armour, her skin a yellowish hue. Two of the others held long black chains, which appeared to writhe and hiss as they lashed the air. Manacles latched on to Astra’s wrists with a spitting snap. She screamed as the otherworldly metal formed barbs to dig into her flesh.

The two without chains stepped past her, ignoring her ferocious struggle as she attempted to thwart the bonds. Threadfin knew their bite, having felt it once. Oblivion chains would bind her soul and prevent her from using her powers. However, he could tell they weren’t containing her as they were meant to. She was fighting back.

The viral mage attempted to draw on the Torments’ life forces, but they were ready and rebuffed his efforts. So instead, he struck at the ones holding the chains with vicious spears of viralic power. The other two leapt to block his attack with swords dark as pitch. Great day to be a bloody mage, he thought. Can’t anything go right?

The manacles at Astra’s wrists had turned molten, as she fought. The veins in her face and skin swelled with light, blood dribbling from her eyes, ears, and mouth. The Torments holding her cried out as she pulled them towards her.

A vortex erupted into existence where the ghoul had been, sucking Astra and the Torments chained to her towards it.

Threadfin lashed out again, but this time his attack was a feint. Wings swirling like ink in water, he leapt with speed at the nearest Torment. A magic-wrought blade in his left hand, he stabbed its chest, slicing the heart in two.

Her male companion, having blocked the feint, leapt at Threadfin, but Scatter intervened this time. She cut downward with her sword, before a second Scatter thrust at the Torment’s chest, and a third at its head.

Somehow it pivoted to avoid all her attacks, but Threadfin spotted an opening. The Torment met its end wide-eyed, as he drove his viralic blade into its gut.

The vortex was closing and he heard Astra’s screams as the surviving Torments dragged her through it in chains. Threadfin tried to force the portal wider, but it winked out of existence. He fell to his knees with a cry.

Astra was gone.

A choking cough caused him to look back at a weakened Scatter holding Sind; the soldier was struggling to breathe. For the first time since he’d met the Hatavan, he saw fear in those dark eyes. Podral Pole was stumbling over to them, smothered in boils, and looking deathly pale. Threadfin had drawn on his Darken in the last moments as his reserves had run low. I could have killed my friend, he thought, and it would have been for nothing. They still took her.

His gaze found the Torment he’d wounded, the male. This one struggled for breath and was bleeding from a stomach wound. Despite this, it tried to get up. Threadfin got to his feet and approached it, anger rising. The viral mage placed a foot on its chest, shoving it down. ‘Where have they taken her?’

The Torment uttered a gurgling laugh. ‘You cannot save this world from Tartaros, undead one. The Grim will enslave you all, and by doing so, he will save you. You should be thanking us, you fool.’

Threadfin placed his foot on the Torment’s face, pressing it into the scorched dirt. He could have used magic but he was too angry. This tactile contact felt better. ‘Are they taking her to the Grimstyx, to Hell’s Teeth? Where?’

The dying Torment spat blood as it answered despite its face being shoved into the ground by his boot. ‘The Tower of Babel will soon rise and his armies will emerge, undead one, as foretold in the Book of Chains. You cannot stop them. The Grim owns this world, and he owns you. We were meant to capture you too, but it does not matter. Your master comes for you.’

The viral mage did use his power then, a viralic weave enveloping the Torment’s head. Being wounded, it did not have the strength to resist him. It shuddered for a moment as its brains turned to mush, and then went still. He could have drained it of its life instead, but he felt furious.

I’ve failed, he thought. I was meant to protect her. I made a promise and I failed to keep it. She had looked smaller to him as they’d dragged her away, a girl lost and alone, frightened. She had cried out to him for help. He had not been strong enough.

By this time, soldiers had arrived and were aiding Sind under the imperial marshal’s direction. Scatter then approached and looked at the dead Torment with a grimace. ‘I thought those were impossible to kill.’

The mage glanced at her before turning and striding towards his Darken. ‘Not impossible, just difficult,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘His name was, Lugat. The second one was, Karal.’ A few months ago, I didn’t even know they existed.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I need to find out about this Tower of Babel. Apparently, the Grim is going to invade our world, and soon. Something about the Book of Chains.’ He reached out to his friend, and using the last trickle of his power, eased Podral’s suffering, the boils reducing to a rash. ‘Sorry about that, Pod. Got carried away


































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
4 4
The Plagueborn Series Book3

WLy






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
Y
g %v





d2d_images/image000.jpg
SOUTH.
ADALCIS






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/image006.png





d2d_images/image003.png
The Plagueborn
8

) 4
Series | fy b

,i ﬁ?






d2d_images/scene_break.png





