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    For the home I know now
And the home over the river, miles and miles away.

      

    

For the home I know now

And the home across the river, miles and miles away.
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The world I knew had slipped between my fingers. All that was left was to fight, to die, in the center of the blaze. 

I skated through the ashen husks of houses and scattered their remains into the boiling Potomac River below. Our foe was a tier-4 Herald, one of the biggest monsters still capable of breaching the sea. Its tangled mass of limbs and sheening, pelagic skin swallowed the red skyline, and its groans shook the screws loose in my chassis. 

But I was the pilot of—no, I was IA-STAGHARE. I stood sixty feet tall with skin of painted steel and a rifle that could punch a hole through an aircraft carrier. My top speed could range between eighty and a hundred miles per hour, and my core of crystal ‘marrow’ was capable of recharging to full capacity within thirty seconds.

If nothing else, I could at least outlast this thing.

“Dear God,” murmured SASQUATCH, whose stocky Armor went still. “It’s over. They actually pulled the trigger...”

My brother cackled, the spindly silhouette of his Armor NONAME ripping its blade through one of countless ankles. Gallons and gallons of glimmering marrow spilled from the beast’s veins as the comm line cracked to life. “Then we are free!” he cried out in a voice I barely recognized. “Let civility die at nature’s feet! In these last few moments, we are DIVINE!”

The recoil of my musket pushed sixty-five tons of steel through a mall, the shell obliterating one of the dozens of eyes riddling its underbelly. I wove between chunks of falling gore, my Armor’s golden engines flaring like the center of a bonfire. 

SHEEPEATER reported amidst the chaos, her voice warped with a straining core, “Heads up, Major. CANDLESHADE’s in position five miles west.”

NONAME drew an awestruck breath in the silence between magazines. “Tell her she’s clear to fire.”
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The world was burning and, like a cockroach, I hid in a bunker in upstate New York. Dozens of monitors flashed to life above my desk, their cold, cruel light dominated by the images of mushroom clouds that flared across the world. Paris, Seattle, Beijing, Los Angeles, New York...They weren’t even targeting their fellow man. They targeted the things that crawled over the shore to kill us, slavering maws drooling and chitinous hides dragging themselves over so many city blocks at once. 

The hangar sat behind me past bulletproof glass, its halls silent but its lights casting a strange liminal glow over the broken Armors stationed in their separate docks. Their leering faces were marred with claw marks, and their cabins were pulverized from battles long past. Only one sat in a usable state, Her winged mask framing the view from just beyond the window. I spent more time designing Her than anything else. Her variable wing system, Her integrated cannon, even just Her human knees all represented the peak of my country’s innovation.

And for what? Nobody was going to power Her up. Nobody was coming back to repair the others. I was the only living thing left under this mountain.

Soon, I’d be the only corpse.

My fingers tensed around the pistol on my desk. My thumb ran along the grooves laid into the barrel. I gave it a nauseous look. 

Then the central screen flickered to another image. It showed a pale man in an aircraft cabin, the sky crawling further and further away out the window behind him. His eyes were dark with exhaustion, and his red hair fell past his shoulders in a limp curtain.

“Why didn’t you come with us, Doctor?”

His was the last face I wanted to see before I died. 
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My dad always rushed me like the world was fixing to burn. ‘Pick up more hours,’ he’d tell me. ‘Make more connections, take extracurriculars, pick up a job on the side—and for God’s sake, Adeline, you gotta change your major. Sociology will leave you begging on the streets!’

But here in the mountains, I couldn’t hear him. Here, there was no cell signal, the nearest road a two-mile hike downhill. Here, I was free of expectation, of responsibility.

Here, I wasn’t the engineer’s daughter; I was only me. 

The pond was nestled in a cradle of lush green hills. A willow tree blossomed among the marsh reeds, its pink flower strands barely grazing the surface of sky-blue water. Honeybees buzzed within its vines, and dragonflies danced around its roots. I sat on an old Park’s Service bench with my feet dangling over the water and watched the willow’s little petals scatter into the pond below. 

A phone was sitting by my lap, one I’d only just turned on. I put my headphones in, sank back, and listened to the twang of a hesitant guitar string. Then there was the voice of a boy, one that wobbled in pace with his messy chords.

‘I can drive, stay ‘til morning comes. My shift starts late tomorrow. I’ll be here for you...’

‘Wait for you...’

‘And don’t take this for an insult—I’m not angry. It’s been so long since I’ve heard from you...” 

‘It’s not y–’

Some kind of bird fluttered by my ear. I jumped, my headphones fell out, and I scrambled to pick them out from all the pebbles in the dirt. Then I looked up with wide eyes at the little one that stole my seat: a tree sparrow, one with a brown cap and an orange tear streak running from its coal-black eyes. 

It didn’t chirp, and it didn’t sing; it just shot out over the water and left a stream of ripples in its wake before settling in the willow tree’s boughs. I pushed myself to my feet, but mid-rise, I noticed a strange shape in the ripples of the pond. It wasn’t anything underneath the surface; it was a reflection.

My eyebrows knit together. I fixed my glasses and peered over to see a face that wasn’t mine. Or was it? I...I couldn’t tell anymore. She had a strong, clenched jaw, shaggy black hair that hadn’t been cut in years, and scars dappling her cool brown skin. She was wearing a deep black scarf over her leather cuirass and...What was that on her head? I could’ve sworn she had...

She...she had...
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Antlers.

He had a crown of white antlers, each four-branched and rising far above his head to frame the crimson-ringed crescent moon.

No—She has antlers, I reminded myself. That was a girl in the reflection. If I kept repeating that, it’d eventually become true. Isika told me it worked just like any other form of confidence: fake it ‘til you make it. That was the Minervan way.

Minervan. 

The word made me blink—so did ‘Isika,’ for that matter. So did the fact that it was nighttime now, that I was in rolling grass plains instead of mountains, that the singing was gone, and that for a moment I wasn’t...

I wasn’t the girl I thought I was.

I stared at a pair of splayed hands, rough and calloused and covered in blisters and nicks, and past them, my reflection showed the flick of little white fuzzy ears. Were those supposed to be there? Did they come with the horns?

I leaned up and looked around. Grassy hills and small tree patches dotted the landscape, and all took the same shades of black and red with the moon as hidden as it was. Rain fell gently on the muddy road I was off the side of, and at a crossroads nearby sat a little stone shrine ridden with cloying kudzu vines. A cowled and bearded man with a proud crown of rams’ horns watched over a tiny bowl therein, but all that sat beneath his stone gaze was rainwater and shed leaves. 

I recognized him. I’d seen his stern face on a hundred shrines before.

Jesus? 

No, not Jesus—there weren’t any Godists out here, they barely even knew what a human was. I stood up, shook my head, and pulled my scarf up over my nose. Something left me. Like a dream in the space between waking and rolling out of bed, and then I was only left with myself. With my purpose. With the weapon in my hand.

It was a wand, a silvery work of expert craftsmanship. The barrel was wide, leather grip warm to the touch, and it had three glass chambers: one filled with ash, one filled with fallen leaves, and one filled with wood shavings—termite dust, more specifically. I tugged the hammer, and the chambers swapped until it was set to ash. 
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The moon sat just on the cusp of hollow, its shadow marking a massive blotch in the night sky. I was a specter treading across an empty road in an hour reserved only for bandits and guardsmen, and I was certainly no guardsman. I kept my eyes peeled for the sight of torchlights or men atop greathounds, but I was lucky enough to keep from dealing with any roadblocks. The path faded into a dense patch of woods, the rain singing on the canopy and the mist cool against my skin.

Roads in the kingdom’s countryside had always been bumpy and disheveled, but they had somehow deteriorated even more since I was a little boy...girl? Child. It’d been twelve years since the War in the Mountains, and it’d probably be another twelve years before Raya would even start to recover. 

That’s why you’re here, I reminded myself. Focus on the now. They’re watching you, always watching.

I knew I was close when I saw those great, vine-ridden pillars rising far above the treeline. They flanked a massive stone entrance dug into the side of a mountain, its inside flickering with white torches and its outside host to women in shimmering silver. They sang regardless of the rain, their hands lifted as if trying to grasp that last sliver of silver light. They sang in yearning for their Lady Argant’s waning light, for tomorrow, the moon would run dark, and the night would not be so comforting.

They sang before Cairn Logan, a place dedicated to Her glory, for She was the last of the living gods and the protector of all travelers in the night—even dregs like me. I’d be in that cairn soon enough, that’s what tonight was for, but I had a feeling She wouldn’t have welcomed me there. 

I wasn’t going there to worship, after all.

I spotted a well-concealed branch off the road, one with a standing stone whose runes had gone dark, just as Isika described. I veered, heels of my boots pushing through the mud, and traveled down a path that was barely wider than a game trail. The forest went deeper than I thought, the path crawling with kudzu and bathed in the light of glowing moth wings, but it was dark enough that I started seeing another shred of light farther beyond: a candle mottled through a rainy window. 

That, and the pair of eyes lying in a shed built next to the cabin. A slender beast rose with its collar and chain bound to the wooden wall behind it, its muzzle long and narrow, its eyes dark and present. It was just barely shorter than me on all fours, and I was tall enough to give most folks a start—a greathound, its saddle perched behind it, ears preened back.

It shouldn’t have surprised me; to live out here in such a simple homestead was to tempt the wrath of monsters and people like me. A greathound was as good for security as it was for riding. I ducked aside and drew my wand, my shoulders hackling as the beast prowled out on legs a little too thin, teeth flashing in a growl that stretched up a face a little too long.

I pulled the hammer, pointed behind me, and tugged the trigger. There was a strange pounding in my brow, a faint shimmer running from my antlers to the silvery barrel of the wand. Then the fallen leaves disintegrated within their chamber, and the wind picked up against me. My hair and the hound’s fur were carried with it, along with whatever scent I’d have given. 

Its spine slackened. Then it settled back down to sleep, and I gave a deep sigh of relief. 

With that out of the way, I crept through the woods around the property with my wand leveled in front of my hip. Each step was careful not to snap a branch. My gaze lingered on the hound until I’d rounded the house completely. A garden of tomatoes sprang in trellis after trellis against the back of the old wood. Another Argant shrine sat in the center of them, a thin set of mirrors reflecting the moonlight into a bowl of rainwater. 

She was very popular, the moon goddess—though it wasn’t like she had much competition.

There was no door out back, but I wouldn’t need one. I flicked my thumb against the hammer and set it to termite powder, then I pressed the barrel to the wall and pulled the trigger again. Instead of a boom from the barrel, there came a whisper of sickly green magic that infected the wooden surface and slowly carved the wall away. That same candle flickered on a nightstand near the window, its glow outlining the man sleeping in the bed beside it.

Oswin of Logan—so was his common name. He had long black hair like me, broad shoulders and strong arms like me... His snores were probably as deep as mine, but I shoved the thought from my mind. We could have passed for siblings if you weren’t looking at our horns. 

We were Chaan'áad, both of us—Isidhe in his tongue. We were the same species of mortal, but where I grew antlers, he grew a short pair of straight, white goats’ horns. 

He was of summer, and I winter. I’d fix the inconsistency soon enough.

Rayans had another cultural touchstone that helped them organize who they truly were to the gods: their true names. They were etched into brass beneath the graves laid out for them in their cairns, a name only to be invoked when it truly mattered. It was the name the Uesidhe knew them by, the druids said, and the only name their spirits would ever recognize.

I thought it was silly that they’d let an old man in a cave decide their ‘real name’ over their parents, but either way, he wasn’t going to hang his religious birth certificate on a wall. I was forced to test just about every lock in the one-room cabin, a lift of each chest revealing troves of deer skins or dried roach meat, a pull of each drawer revealing chipped gardening tools and pairs of old underwear. 

Would they be labeled? I thought to myself. Then I shook my head and shut the drawer. 

I rounded the entire house, one eye glued on the sleeping man at all times, but it was only when I came close enough for the candle on his nightstand to light my face that I found something worthwhile. I pulled gently at the nightstand drawer, careful not to make a bump along the rail. My breath halted when I saw the trove of jewelry glimmering within.

It was perfect.

With my wand still drawn, I sifted through the pile, turning over bronze bracelets and medallions as I searched for an engraving. It’d surely be small lettering, and it’d surely only be on something that mattered. That something turned out to be a necklace of chained iron depicting Leulogan, his patron, plastered on its amulet. The Lady of Cairns stood cloaked in a long robe, face hidden by a flat steel mask as she watched over a niche in a stony grave. I took it and flipped it over, scanning the back for Rayan runework until I read:

‘Bod–’

The chain pulled at a heavy circlet. It flipped over and thunked against the bottom of the drawer. ‘Bodiaros,’ I finished reading only to hear a rustle in the bed at my side.

“Mm?” 

Oswin turned over, his eyes creaking open to the sight of a lit wand barrel in his face. His eyes shot wide as marbles, and he jolted back into the wall. His chest swelled with a coming scream, but I forced my finger to my lips and tilted my head, my stare like a wolf’s in the brush.

“Bodiaros, hm?” A part of me was glad he woke up. It let him see the grin spreading up my cheeks. “‘He who sleeps soundly.’ How fitting.”

He and I almost shared a face. His bushy eyebrows, his square jaw, his wide brown eyes...It was like looking into a mirror that was fixing to soil itself.

I always hated mirrors.

“You’ve found the jewelry, stag...” his voice trembled. “H-Help yourself. Take everything you want.”

“I already have what I want,” I growled. With the magic held loosely in the wand, my antlers were starting to glow red-hot with exertion. “And I don’t take kindly to that word.”

“A-a-and I don’t take kindly to being held at wandpoint in my own home.” He stared down the barrel, towards a violent flame ready to unleash. “I-If you have what you need, please...just go. I won’t tell anyone you were here.”
“I’m not sure I can trust you, Bodiaros. At this rate, you’re still just a loose end...”
Our stares crackled in candlelight. Realization tore through his expression. He went corpse-still, breath stolen at the prospect of what might happen. What would happen. 


“You’re...you’re threatening a man of the Uesidhe. You know that, right?”


I let my silence fill the gap. It was more fun to watch him squirm.

“I-If you kill me, you’ll cross a terrible precipice, friend. I’m not a warrior, never was, a-and once you’re found, the gods will not treat you kindly.”

Oswin’s gods had never treated me kindly. My horns were steaming. The wand simmered and shook in my hand, its barrel fixing to overheat.

I grinned in a way that didn’t reach my eyes. 

“Your gods have never treated me kindly,” I said. “So I’ll cross whatever precipice I damn well please.”

A second passed. He looked down the barrel. Then he lunged.
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I trudged to the top of the hill, a necklace dangling from my fist and a black druid’s robe tucked under my arm. In the graveyard hours of the morning, there shone a light that eclipsed the night sky, a light of cosmic blues and stellar golds swimming with motes of magic that danced through the skyline as stars all their own. A dozen towers of painted brick and alabaster rose so high, their gleaming caps were like knife points turned to challenge the heavens above. Runic lamps highlighted their vast boulevards and bustling market stalls, their tight-knit brickwork, and their shadowed alleyways. The post-sign next to me read:

‘Marmag’

‘RIGEL’

They called it the city of progress. It wasn’t home to me, but I still owed it for all the comfort these past few years. 

When I passed through the gate, it was a tall and slender strigian who waved at me, her hand a black and scaly talon, her eyes wide and starkly round. She had tawny owl feathers growing out from the sides of her neck, sticking out of her chainmail like a coif, and from the gloves at her wrists. Most people out at this hour were like her; the market stalls were headed by willowy figures in wizards’ caps, and the coffeehouses were filled with feathered figures for whom one in the morning was an early afternoon. The light of their runework made my antlers tingle—magic was so dense in the air here, I could feel it against my skin. 

There were plenty of Isidhe, too, of course, but their time would come when the sun rose over the harbor. Rigel would sleep under neither sunlight nor moonlight; the city only slept in the twilight of dusk and dawn.

I swung into the tallest of the towers—Leo. I didn’t have time to answer questions about my new clothes. There was a lift waiting in the main lobby, a marble platform propelled by wizards’ work I could never begin to wrap my head around; I shut the door behind me and tried to study the intricate constellar patterns carved into the floor, but I was really only a mage where fireballs were concerned. The rest was all Greek to me.

I punched in floor seventy-three. The platform unlocked with a loud ker-chunk. It rose up into a glass column facing the sea, crimson moonlight still rippling on the distant waves.

Then my brow knit. Greek? I thought to myself. Why do you keep making up words?

The lift slowed to a stop at floor nineteen. The brass door slid open...

“Well, if it isn’t Lady Tsenavir!”

My face brightened at seeing the man on the other side. The reporter stepping in from the hallway had a bundle of crisp papers tucked into his arm, warm and fresh off the printing press. His thick brown hair was styled and slicked back with product, his beaming eyes behind a pair of round blue shades that hung lazily at the tip of his nose. He had a tailored navy waistcoat and white knee-high boots that somehow never seemed to stain. 

Unlike most Isidhe men, he didn’t have any horns. He was like me, had been for years—just the other way around.

“It’s been a while, Lord of Nowhere.” I smirked and stepped aside to allow him some room. The top of his head just reached my shoulders. “Looks like we’re headed the same way?”

“Yes, ma’am. We can see your mentor and shit our pants together. How’s that sound?”

“C’mon, Latch. She’s not that scary.”

“Maybe not with the work you do!” he muttered, eyeing the robe. “But I’m just a columnist, Tsen. I spent five years in Minerva, and I’m still not used to the evil wizard shtick.” 

My eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet after everything she’s done for us.”

Latch had a smile like a mask, but sometimes I could make it twitch.“It’s...it’s an aesthetic evil, I mean! It’s the bones, the dark robes, the hats...” He shuddered at the hats. “This work she’s been giving me? I’ve had to pull all-nighters writing the silliest things, I mean–”

He pulled out a spare article of the Starlight Herald, and the article titled ‘Princess Poisons the Youth with Sugary Excess.’

“How do you politicize a bake sale?”

The door slid open to a short hallway near the tower’s peak, the end of it capped with a brass door reading ‘OFFICE OF THE MINERVAN AMBASSADOR.’ We stepped into a vast room of marble flooring and violet rugs, bookshelves filled to the brim with magic tomes, and the walls lined with glass casings of sparkling pinned butterflies and skeletal trophies from every corner of the known world. Behind a mahogany desk, beneath a glimmering runic chandelier shaped in Orion’s glory, there sat a woman under the shadow of a massive violet tall-hat, her owlish amber eyes piercing into the man across from the darkness of her hat’s own shadow. She had a sharp and slender face, a small black keratinized beak for a nose, and wine-dark feathers clinging to her olive skin and within her dark and curly hair. She was otherwise like a human, though I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to compare her to a human at all.

“You say your spells are the future, Niall...but I don’t see how this model could yield a return.” She brushed a long, crooked talon against the report on the desk. “You said it was...two leli per cartridge of charged copper?”

“Yes, Lady Astraea.” The man in front of her was an old, bearded Isidhe with a blue, star-smattered tall-hat and a robe that looked more like pajamas. “But with enough research, I could lower the cost of production! You–you would see a great return if you sponsored my endeavors!”

Niall the Lightning Mage, I knew him to be—for anyone claiming to be a ‘lightning mage’ was a village idiot you just couldn’t peel your eyes from.

“I’ll consider it,” she said, tossing the reports into a bin. “It would be a miracle to see it in Raya, considering the mages of my homeland have worked at this folly for decades.”

“But milady, I’m on the verge of a breakthr–”

She waved a talon, and from behind her, a pair of tall skeletons stepped from the shadows at the side of the room and faced Niall with menacing, soulless looks. One’s bony fingers gently took him by the arm, and the old man went pale as he stepped back with it.

“I’m afraid I have some other business to attend to,” said the necromancer, her head craning to look at me and Latch. “Deimos and Phobos can escort you out as you need.”

“Er,  that won’t be necessary!” he laughed, jerking his arm away. “I’ll return another time, Lady Isika—”

“Astraea,” she corrected. “You do that, Niall.”

“Lady Astraea! Yes.” He dusted off his arm as he passed between us and, far behind, mashed the console over and over until the door finally shut.

Latch closed the office door behind us. I stepped forward, unfurled the black robes, and let the ashes fall to the floor. Deimos came with a broom to sweep it up.

Isika gave me a cool smile and furled the curtains of the windows shut. “I trust everything went smoothly, Bird.”

“Got the robe a little messy, but no one should suspect a thing.”

“Christ the Prophet, Tsen...” Latch turned to boggle at the ash. “How hot was that fire?”

“Hot enough, clearly!” The necromancer stepped aside so Deimos might toss the remains onto Niall’s reports. Then she arched down like a dead tree bending before the wind and tugged graciously at my cheek. “Your work never disappoints, dear. That leaves the last phase of our plan crystal clear.”

Too clear. My antlers weighed a little heavier on my head. 

Latch slapped the stack of papers onto her desk and chimed, “It’s a good time to strike, too! Public approval of the Unaids are at an all-time low, and if Tsen’s careful,we’ll be able to keep it that way.”

“I’m a little nervous, I gotta admit.” I drifted to the desk and let my fingertips glide across the surface. “That informant said it was a Spear of Dacian, right? That thing has divine blood in it...” My lips wrenched. “There’s no way it isn’t tightly guarded.”

“You would think so,” said Isika, “but the informant also tells me the cairn is understaffed and, to a degree, untended. With Oswin’s face, you should be able to slip in undetected. And when we get that spear? Oh...” She shuddered at the thought. “A divine weapon, laced with the Passion’s blood. It will make a perfect symbol for the revolution to come.”

“Sure, but...are we so sure Cairn Logan’s understaffed?” I asked. “It’s right next to the biggest city in the kingdom.”

“The wrong city,” Latch said. “Nobody here worships anymore. People got dreams, careers, way bigger plans for themselves than tending some hole in the ground.” 

Then his expression grew bitter.

“Fuck that place, anyway. I’d rather be buried with my face to the sky.”

He had a name down there, too, one I wouldn’t dare look out for. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t fit him anymore. 

Isika let a cool talon drift across his shoulder before returning behind her desk. There she pulled the largest set of curtains free, and all the glimmering candles that were the city came full into view.

“The Rayan way is old and dying,” she said. “Erahl is no longer a world of gods and kings—it’s a world of enlightenment, a world for the free man and the free woman! It’s a world for those with ambition, those who are defined by the lives they live, not the deaths they die!”

“You don’t need to cheer me on,” I huffed. “All that matters is that the crown pays for what they’ve done. The rest is icing on the cake.”

Her head twisted a hundred eighty degrees, then her dress spun to follow. She cupped my cheeks, her talons cold and her claws sharp. 

“And they will, my dear apprentice. They all will, soon enough. Once the blood of Onoriax paints Beladunon’s black walls, we will build a realm where Faselia can never happen again. We of the Vanguard will ensure it—Raven will ensure it, with us beneath his wing.“

Raven. The only soul in Raya that she would ever answer to. He was a statesman, a visionary, and a knife in the darkness all at once, the faceless hand that guided our mission from the shadows. Only Isika had ever seen his face; none of us even knew his real name.

“Now then. You’ll have to use these,” she said. She offered me a smooth silk cloth, one the same shade as Oswin’s robe, as well as a pair of...horn shears. The sight made my ears pin back.

“This is a wrap of teleportation,” she said. “It’s bonded to another piece of fabric across the sea in Andromeda. If you wrap it around the shaft of the spear, it will find itself in the capital safe and sound.”

“Other side of the sea?” I gawked. “Do you want me to use this for a getaway?”

“Oh God, no.” She folded it up neatly and offered it out. “You would die, and we would have an identical Tsenavir pop up out of nowhere in Andromeda. I would love her just as much, but for your sake, you’ll just have to walk.”

Then I looked at the shears. A lump formed in my throat, and Isika’s expression went soft at noticing. “You need to look the part, Bird. I don’t think the others would hold it against you. And besides...”

She looked at my antlers. 
“You were doing away with them anyway, weren’t you?”
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The mask peered through me from its altar in a bare apartment. Its eyes were impossibly dark, glassy yet refusing to reflect the candles lit before its face. Dull orange capped a crown of red cedar, that same dye streaking from its eyes like it was sobbing autumn leaves. It bore divots in its brow to accommodate a pair of antlers, and a short, decorated beak jutted from below its eyes; its jaw hinged open in a wrathful cry.

I reached inch by inch towards a hempen cord hanging from its base. My hand trembled when it pinched the knot, and I froze to allow myself a moment to breathe. I turned the shear over in my lap and clenched my shaking fist.

“I will not condemn my kin to the mountains!” the haggard man had shrieked that misty day. “Take your banners up and march if you’re so eager to die, but leave my boy out of this!”

Behind him, the men of Kagáan had assembled, bows drawn and eyes teeming with hate, but none dared loose an arrow. A hulking man with crimson horns and beautiful golden bangles woven through his dreads held a knife against a child’s jaw.

“You have a duty to your liege,” he said. “Your people are decent enough fighters; lend us a hundred, and I’ll let the prince walk on his little beach again.”

I tugged the cord, knuckles white.

The beak sprang open and revealed the pale face underneath. It was painted with streaks of black depicting the waves crashing on an island I’d never seen. The man this mask was modeled after made the journey here with the others long before I was born. I always got the feeling the smile wasn’t quite reaching his eyes.

“He’s no prince, and I’m no king! We don’t live the way you do, Meilyg. We do not offer our blood and bodies to royal lines, and we will not run to our deaths for yours!”

A heavy boot slammed upon the deck, and a thin red line passed along the flat of the blade. The man on the beach recoiled, chest heaving under a breastplate of red cedar, jaw trembling past his salt-stained beard. 

The Rayans tossed something from the ship: a pitiful iron crown, its jagged points all coated with rust.

“Then what will you do, Isgiin?”

I put the shear to the base of my horn, tilted up just so it might look like Oswin’s. The mask sat silent in the candlelight, eyes of charcoal boring through my skull.

That boy watched with a sinking heart as his father, calloused hand trembling, took the twisted iron from the sand. He gave his son a fleeting look, dark eyes tracing the line of red that trickled onto his shirt.

Then the King of Sparrows turned to his people, and he did not look even one of them in the eye. The Rayan longship was behind him now, its might unspoken and all-consuming.

A hundred men left the island for Tolmyris. A hundred men never returned.

I snipped, and an antler fell past my face. There was no velvet to bleed—no pain save for the moment I saw it lying in my lap.
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A pale man in a glittering golden robe scanned me up and down, his sharp eyes crusty with exhaustion. He was a Druid of Onoriax, which meant he was used to bossing everyone else around. His horns twisted like spires from his thin blonde hair. 

“And where were you this sunrise?” 

Cairn Logan stretched impossibly high into its hill, black stone pillars flanking the corridor and wrapped in bristling kudzu and blooming pink flowers. White torches blessed by the long-passed Lady of Cairns made tiny stars that twinkled in the great hall, marking only the passing silhouettes of those who lived in service to the dead. Standing stones ringed the flourishing grove outside, their ward runes running empty. Women dressed in glittering silver and selenite earrings shuffled past them—Argant’s druids starting their shifts, no doubt.  

At thinking her name, I felt a tingle of moonlight at the back of my neck. Dubant, the widow moon, rose far above the city. Her face was hollow, and Her edges ringed with a dim crimson halo that framed the towers of Rigel like a portal to another world. A pair of shooting stars struck against the sky, passing behind...no, before Her empty ring. How did they—

“Oswin?”
Oswin. Right, that’s my name. I found my center and took a deep breath, white-knuckled fist hidden just under my baggy sleeve. “Pardon me for my absence, Ater,” I said with an octave mirroring the dead man’s. “My hound has been ill; I hope there’s no backlog for me.”
“The backlog will have to wait. It’s the dead we’ve got stirring that’s the problem.”

As he turned to the door, I froze in the middle of the grove. “Stirring, Ater?”

The crown druid looked at me with his brow notched. 

“Er...stirring, aye! Let’s see what’s bothering it. Them.” My eyes darted. “Everyone, that is.”

We passed into the shadow like ants crawling under a castle gate. The burning stench of embalming fluid choked the air, the gauze-wrapped bodies the very bricks of their barrows. True names known only (ideally) to the Uesidhe who founded this land were carved into brass plaques beneath the wrapped bodies, the script an ancient form of Rayan I prayed no one would ask me to read. Each cairn was vast and ever-growing, the laying of its foundations witnessed by a generation millennia removed from ours. 

Every cairn was the host of its own people long ago; this one—Cairn Logan—still bore the runework carved by those who might have called this place their home. Onoriax may have united them beneath a golden veil, but the people still being buried here were descendants of those lined up near the entrance. 

This cairn being where it was, I imagined hundreds of thousands of bodies must have lined the walls all the way down the great winding tunnel. Branching paths split and looped back to a hall a hundred feet tall, reminding me of the ever-growing weight of the mountain over our heads with every step we took. Some said when the dead go untended, they’d manifest through the tunnels as a thick and angry miasma, but thankfully for my nerves, the way was perfectly clear.

‘The ang—beneath...’

At least I thought it was clear. 

I froze in my tracks again. A whisper sailed from down below, one from an unknowable voice. Less a single person and more the coalescence of a massive crowd. 

“Brother Oswin?”

“Did you...”

No—he hadn’t heard. I shook my head and forced a laugh. “Sorry, Ater; I’ve just been fretting. The poor thing’s refused to eat as of late.”

“Focus, Brother. We’ve much more to worry about than the fate of a single hound!” He turned back down the hall and fussed, “Need I remind you of the weight of your station?”

I wished he’d stop calling me ‘brother.’ I knew what I looked like. I knew it was just a job—but that didn’t make the word sting any less. I shoved out the thought that there was ever a girl named ‘Tsenavir.’ I’d be whatever the mission called me to be.

“Our duty was laid out for us long ago, Ater. The Uesidhe are no longer here to keep the world in order–”

“And we must tend to their dream in their stead,” snapped the druid.

I gritted my teeth and imagined for a moment that it was his eyes wide behind the barrel instead of Oswin’s. 

“You remember their dream, don’t you?”

“To unite all peoples in a kingdom void of suffering,” I said. “To paint a land of gold and gray, from–”

“From sea to shining sea,” he finished again. This man did not believe in letting subordinates finish sentences.

I thought back to the stories I was told about the Sparrows that sailed from one sea to another. My great-great-grandfather led our clan past monsters the size of islands and through thousands of miles of stormy seas, and when they landed in Kagáan, the master sailors estimated they’d traveled thousands of miles around the continent just to get where they were today. The Rayans must have wanted to reach the sea we came from...

But they almost lost their whole kingdom to a botched reconquest of a few little green mountains. Half their villages were claimed by ravenous kudzu, and people like me were operating to crush that lofty dream right out from under their upturned noses.  The less delusional countrymen would liken this place to an old and sickly lion, bereft of its youth and beauty—but really? There was never any lion there.

There was just a ghost that needed to go back in the ground.

“The dead are how we remember that dream,” the druid said. “They’re the roots of our kingdom—so let us ensure they’re attended to.

We entered the deepest sanctum, a chamber twice as tall as the one before. Opposite us, a flat stone wall stood, and two massive statues fashioned after warriors in bronze flanked either side as eternal guards. The chamber was filled with a still, sterile pool that cycled through the weeping stone face at the far side of the ‘lake.’  Argant, Pale Moon Lady, was said to watch from every fair visage carved out at the bottom of these tombs. She guarded this place in lieu of her kin, and I meant her no harm—even if I was breaking in here before her very eyes. After all, it was unwise to think ill of those gods still around to hear.

‘The angel sl—beneath!’

The whispers drifted from a left-hand passage, one opposite the face carved into the wall. I felt for the knife hidden in my sleeve, my eyes darting.

Then I figured I should focus on the mission.

“The Spear of Dacian...Is it causing the spirits to react negatively?”

“I don’t see why it would,” huffed the crown druid. “And besides, you’re no Saacingeta; it’s not your place to worry about that.”

“But if I was allowed to look, I might be able to ascertain—”

“I will not entertain your hero-fantasies, boy. That spear is forged of the Passion’s skin; only His sons should even dare to touch it.”

So many rules, I thought to myself. Poor Oswin. If only he weren’t sworn to this drudgery.

We passed through a crypt that shrank and shrank until I worried my horns would scrape the ceiling. A thick gray fog coiled up to our knees, the white torches of Leulogan dimming like dying headlights...

Headlights?

Whatever those were. 

It was clear the spirits weren’t happy, but I knew the weapon I was here for. The spear had to be somewhere in the deepest level of the cairn. I kept my eyes on the chambers on the side, each one a small outcropping meant to be shared amongst a single family...but the spear had to be in one. I kept the teleporting rag coiled in my fist and asked, “These spirits...We have no idea what’s bothering them, then?”

“None. Your brothers and sisters ‘neath the Lady of Barrows haven’t been able to figure it out. It could be the face of Dubant, but the hollow moon shows every half-cycle.”

There was a glimmer up ahead. My ears lifted.

“They keep shouting these ominous portents,” the druid sighed, “of monsters and a world ablaze. They’re in the newly dug sections, though, which means they may be soldiers who remember the war in the mountains.”

I caught only a glimpse of it; from a tightly bound chamber to our right, there shone a brilliant and fiery gold, one like the sun on its hottest days. It was longer than even my antlers reached, glimmering crimson steel, swimming with burning power along the blade at its tip. I imagined myself holding it to the king’s neck and sweeping it aside in a brilliant, bloody display–

“Oswin!”

“Sorry, sir!” I fixed my robes and hustled to catch up with him. I’d just have to calm down the restless dead...somehow. Then I could beam that lance halfway across the world and be out before sunrise.

At the very end, the walls expanded, the burning acrid air stronger here than anywhere else. The mist rose into a pillar of twisting faces at the center of a massive chamber, their expressions warped with fear and frenzy. Pale pink sparks crackled in its shape and brought odd nerve-like sparks running up through its form.

“The angel slumbers!” they cried. “Light, flickering light, choked and dead and dying!”

A towering man with little to wear but gold-plated greaves and spiked bands around his arms stood guard before the doorway, a spear lifted only to hold it at bay. He was a berserker, Saacingeta, a druid of Dacian with some trace of the Passion’s blood passed down to him from an ancestor...And right now, he was begging the spirits with shaking hands: “Now, now. We’ve no clue what an ‘angel’ is...but there’s no light here but you!”

Then he whirled with a leer before realizing who we were. At seeing me, a gap-toothed smile stretched up his cheeks. “Brother Oswin! Mounds and mountains, am I glad to see you.”

I eyed the way Dacian’s blood visibly burned through his veins. He wasn’t trained in quelling spirits, but he was plenty trained in putting interlopers like me in the ground. I shot him an anxious smile and peered at the thing past his shoulder. “You’ve done well containing the threat, ah...Brother.”

His smile wavered a tad. His head tilted, all his long red hair spilling with it. “The threat?”

“Er, the situation,” I corrected. “Sorry. Dog’s sick.”

“Oh no! Is there anything we can—”

“Dogs! They are waiting even now! Greedy, slavering dogs!” cried the being behind him. It twisted into spiral after spiral as if something unseen were pulling it apart. “Take the others and leave the cairn! LEAVE THE CAIRN!”

“Now, now,” urged the crown druid. “Honored spirits, allow our brother in black but a moment. He would like to enter communion with you.”

My eyelid twitched. I told myself I’d be getting the spear and getting out of here soon—that after this, I’d never have to hear another ‘brother’ again. 

The being—beings?—paused, their hollow eyes all turning to me. I looked at the berserker, who gave me an assuring nod, and then I stood there frozen with a single question stuck in my mind:

Communion?

“You ought not be afraid, Brother!” said the berserker, whose smile was almost infectious. “You know I’ll protect you should things go awry!”

You absolutely won’t, I wanted to spit, but instead, I found myself taking a deep breath and stepping closer to the thing that was expecting someone else. Its form bent as it loomed over me, the fog roiling into the shape of a hook that could snatch me at any moment. 

“What are you waiting for?” hissed the crown druid. “Give them your name!”

My name. What was my name again? Something with a B, but that’s all I could grasp. I couldn’t think past the pounding of my heart, the burning in my lungs I felt with each frantic breath. The being’s heads twisted again, the fear draining from their faces and replaced with something more morbid: curiosity. 

“Your name?” A hand formed from nothing pointed to me, the cold mist creating its claw. “Have you forgotten it?”

“N–no, but—”

“Then tell us. Let us show you,” they begged. Three—four hands clamped to my shoulders and arms, filling me with a dreadful cold. An odd light began to swell at the edges of my vision. 

“Sh-show me...”

“The dogs,” they said. “And the angel, too.” They leaned closer, untold pairs of eyes all meeting mine. “You’ll see them, won’t you? Then usher the others away?”

The only way I’d make it out alive was if I played along. The others watched me like hawks, one of them clutching a spearhead as big as my chest. 

“S-Sure. I’ll usher them away. My...true name’s Bodiaros. Bodiaros of Logan.”

“Bodiaros...” They sank closer, static ripping through my shoulders. That pink haze swallowed every inch of my vision. “Witness us now. Witness closely and depart.”

My knees gave out. The world was ripped away beneath me.
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Earth. Sea. Heaven. Not an inch of Earth was spared. Gods danced among the flames possessed by gibbering parasites. They bayed like mad dogs, their metal skins framed in fungal clouds, swallowing the sun.

“It was the final matricide,” the spirits said.

A thousand hands cloyed from within the boiling sea and reached for an unfamiliar star. Their flesh and muscle were eaten away, leaving only their bony hands to haunt the tides.

“You see it, don’t you? There is nothing good here. There is nothing of honor to salvage.”

In the flames of her last gasp, so many cried out for a solution, but I couldn’t hear them above the din. Those few who had the power to save us cackled into the ash-choked wind.

But among them, there was a candle, its flame the same pink as the embers that drifted in their forms. It seemed to form the shape of wings...

“And the dogs have already awakened.”
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The spirits went silent, the light of every flame snuffed by the chamber’s stale air. Their hands withdrew from my face, their expressions marked with sheer confusion. I found my breath; the memory still burned into my mind. I propped myself up on the podium, blood running cold at hearing their voice again:

“You are not Bodiaros.”

We exchanged a wide-eyed glance. I almost reached for my knife, but then the spirits continued, “But whoever you are, you must heed our word.”

“I—”

“Depart the cairn,” they said, a cool fingertip gracing my cheek. “Bring all the living with you. The dogs are coming, and your window for escape is shrinking by the second.”

Their tidings were lent a cruel reality: the floor began to rumble.

“Something’s coming?” gasped the berserker, his gloves cinched tight around the spear shaft. “Did they tell you what, Oswin?”

They did....but what even was it? Was that fire dancing against plate armor? “I don’t know, but we need to listen to them.”

“Hold on now!” argued the crown druid. “We can’t leave the cairn undefended!”

The entire cairn shook this time, a tremble so strong, I clung to the podium while pebbles fell from the great ceiling. “We the dead have no blood left to spill—no. No, they’re looking for you!”

“Who would dare intrude upon these halls?!” the druid cried.

“They are not the intruders,’ the spirits seemed to realize. For a moment, the cairn fell still, offering me the time to stagger back to the door. They peered at every one of us, faces helpless and dismayed. For a moment, the rumbling ceased.

“You are.”

Then something crashed through the opposite wall.

Chunks of stonework older than history itself exploded from the dust, shattering the murals and scattering the spirits to a fine mist seeping into the floor. I heard a squelch to my left, a fleck of brain splattering against my cheek as the crown druid fell to the floor. The berserker threw himself before me, the shrapnel ripping through his skin, but not so much that he couldn’t be left standing. Half a horn shattered from his head, its pieces scattering on the floor behind me. A silhouette, perhaps two, three stories tall, stepped through the break.

I could hardly describe it as anything, but perhaps ‘chicken without a head,’ was the most accurate. A massive, jointed leg composed of pure steel crushed effortlessly through the podium, carrying with it a limbless, headless bunker with an eye like a mirror and a tiny violet light simmering right next to it. Two little towers sprang from its top like the scattered spines of a porcupine, and just below it, there spun a great host of silver barrels all joined together. Like a wand, but...different. These barrels screamed, a great shriek of metal joints sliding and popping together as they spun and spun and spun...

It shouted something in metallic monotone, in a language I couldn’t recognize.

The berserker hefted his spear. Dacian’s blood ran hot through his veins, outlining the patterns under his skin as steam surged from between his teeth. “Go get the others,” he huffed. “I’ll deal with this—”

A thousand flashes of light, a thousand terrible pops that threatened to burst my eardrums. I screamed, fell back, clawed and clawed back against the floor as the warrior’s body was ripped into a chunky red mist. Every recognizable feature of the Isidhe was reduced to lumps of scorched meat and shattered bone, the body that splat to the floor an unrecognizable mess of congealed matter.

The stench of embalming fluid gave way to corpse rot. I stared agape, frozen with horror as the metal monstrosity loomed just above the gore. 

It looked at me then. The mirror that was its eye spun into focus. 

I clambered to my feet. It leveled that thing with the spinning barrels.

I turned to run just as I heard it spin.
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I’d never read a tome that could describe it. My elders never told me of it, no Minervan research had outlined it, and no legend inscribed in this cairn or anywhere else had ever spoken of it. Maybe it was a living statue? But that was metal, metal laid in sheets and riveted with tiny bolts in their corners. Who built like that? What was that sound that made my ears ring? 

The pulse of each blast bit past my skin as it rattled shot after shot into the tunnel where I just stood. I slammed my back into the corner, the wall in front of me ripping into chunks of stone. Something rattled to the floor, glinting in the flashing light of its weapon—a little brass...pebble? Shell? I waited for the sounds to stop, then I felt a telltale rumble under my feet. 

Thunk, thunk, thunk...

I glanced down the corner and saw it turn back on its huge metal legs. A digitigrade talon raked deep grooves into the rubble and left the corpses behind. I supposed it wasn’t hungry. 

Enemies that they were, someone had to warn the druids. Whatever it was, it could kill a man with barely more effort than it took to stare. Perhaps it could be killed? But I’d left my wand back with Isika, and the only other option was...

The spear.

I rushed down the hall, right to where I’d seen that brimming light, and I found the crimson lance completely unguarded. Cold logic would tell me to teleport it away and make my escape amidst the chaos, but my lizard brain wanted claws that could fight off a monster of that size. I grabbed it, and it was like grabbing a pot straight from the fire, the steel simmering from within the palm of my hand...but I could feel the power in it pulsing through my veins and rushing up to my horns, which hissed out a gout of steam as they did their best to equalize after the influx of magic. 

The heat would’ve been too much without the adrenaline. I took it and retraced my steps, stumbling through hall after hall of wrapped corpses and their burning stench. When I made it back to the sanctum, there were still druids of Argant filling the pool with spices and dogwood petals, the offerings of the people who lived nearby...

But then there was a thunk. A crack spread between the towering statues at the sanctum’s end to my left. A host of heads whirled, too alarmed to notice me holding the spear.

“What’s happening?” a woman asked. “The statues, are they moving?” 

Thunk, thunk. Each impact rang slow and sonorous through the cairn. A couple of druids tucked themselves behind a shrine while another sank deeper into the great hall.

“You need to get back!” I cried. “Everyone, get back!”

One last thunk brought rubble hurtling through the sanctum. The thing crashed from behind the wall, toppling one of the great stone warriors standing guard and sending its crumbling pieces into the lake and onto the unlucky few below. It screamed something in that odd language with its warped and warbling tongue, its voice drowning out the shrieks and cries of the cairns’ beloved tenders. As they fled to the darkness, it began that awful rev, the barrels spinning together...

But I wouldn’t let it fire again. I was holding the spear of a dead god’s flesh and blood, and I could feel its power surging through my blood. With the monster’s eye turned, I darted from the hall, a roar sounding from deep in my chest. I was strong as is, but the magic thrumming through the steel made me feel half as strong as the Passion himself. I lifted the spear and threw every ounce of my weight into the toss, the heat brimming at its blade now screaming through the sanctum as the druids watched in awe, and it...

And it...split.

It broke. The spear, I mean, it...it broke. Clean in half. The magic that was His blood rushed from the clattering pieces like a sad fart. The druids still in the sanctum notched their brows in desperate confusion. I stopped, stared, and the monster looked at its remains with a glassy metal eye. Then we looked at each other.

And I turned and ran away.

Streaks of light rained through the chamber and broke the stones around me, the tail hem of my robe riddled with smoking holes until I could duck back into the tunnel on the side. The wall splintered next to me just as I made a sharp turn, those metal pebbles peppering the floor. I dove back into the dark corner, back into the burning stench of embalming fluid, and the druids’ screams started ringing through the hall as its attention turned to still-visible targets. 

Then, the tunnel fell silent. The pounding of its talons grew as distant as the screams in the cairn beyond. I was left to make sense of something that screamed a language I didn’t know,  of something that commanded weapons I’d never seen before...Was it the only one? Were there others? I supposed I’d hear them coming if so. 

And it left a hole where it broke through the wall before...

The thought of treading deeper ran a cold shiver up my spine, but I couldn’t turn back with the monster outside. I pulled the useless little dagger from my sleeve and slipped off my robe. My usual ‘working’ clothes included a fur-lined jacket and a blue linen shirt, both of which I could’ve ditched for paper in a spot like this anyway. Then I marched down a path I might never return from, passing the unrecognizable corpses of the crown druid and berserker not long after.

I hadn’t noticed it at first, but there was an odd crimson light blaring in the chamber just past the break. Two cones spun out from around it, the flickering image of smooth flooring and empty metal tables crossing their paths. I thought it might be magic, but there wasn’t any telltale tingle in my horns from approaching it. It was a light summoned from some other sort of power.

Then I stepped into a perfectly flat hall, one as wide and tall as the cairn but crafted by hands entirely different. The floor was smooth and cut into tiles that echoed far and wide with every step. Where I traced my fingers, the wall felt like rigid sand, and when my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw walkways stretching down either end above my head. Two parallel rails carved an inch into the floor and led far down either way, merging with another set and turning down a corner to the right. Perfectly preserved glass panes were coated in thick layers of dust. I looked both ways before crossing the gap and wiping it clean.

Rows of tables were lined before a chalkboard—perhaps a classroom? Then I noticed a figure curled under one of the tables in a fetal position: a skeleton, the scraps of its withered clothes clinging to its ribs and spine. It didn’t have horns or antlers like an Isidhe, neither did it have a Minervan beak or a Baridi tail or—or anything that’d identify it as anyone but...but a...

The realization knocked the wind out of me.

I’d only ever heard about how deep the necromancers of Minerva dug to find and raise corpses like this. In their city of Andromeda, they say there are thousands of their ilk walking the streets as nothing but bone, unliving relics of the world that was. They were the ancestors from which so many of us were derived, a whisper from the past ten millennia echoing in our bones:

Humanity.

The spirits had shown me the death of humanity. I stood in a sliver of the world that was, a place that had survived all these years with merely a few feet of stone to separate it from Cairn Logan. If they’d had another century or two to dig, the druids might’ve cracked this place open themselves. The monster...Had it been wandering this place all this time? Had it been asleep? What was it to the humans who dwelled in this place? 

What was this place at all?

Were Isika here, she’d be squawking like a fledgling. There was an old script, a script she might have been able to read, scrawled far across the ceiling in big white letters. There were the bodies, the notes, the...the weird little box with a mirror on it sitting on the professor’s desk, there in the classroom. This find by itself could rival every ounce of knowledge they’d gained over hundreds of years of archeology...but unfortunately for her, the only thing I felt like preserving right now was my own life. There had to be an exit somewhere other than the cairn...

Then, something tingled the back of my neck. 

I whirled to face it and, for a moment, caught the image of a butterfly dancing through the 

halls. It fluttered, its tailed wings bright and pink, and when I looked at it, I felt a presence tickling the tip of my nose, seeping through my chest, crawling against my horns...The source of some magic, maybe? Was it calling to me?

I stepped closer without realizing. The butterfly faded, then reappeared a little further down the hall. Around a distant bend, there were faint rays of light spilling out into the darkness. I could hear it singing in a way, like a voice trying to put itself back together. I followed its trail to the source, to the very end of the strange chamber where there stood tall something that hadn’t stirred in a very long time:

A man? No, something much greater, but taking one’s shape. 

Steel painted an immaculate white layered over a mighty form in plate after plate after plate, a suit of ‘armor’ with a gorget almost concealing its flat, sort of...disc-like head. Fibrous tendons simmer with streams of pink in the visible gaps in the joints, and navy strips of plating break up a lot of its silhouette. It was locked inside some kind
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