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          Wicked Immortal Children

        

      

    

    
      “A child conceived by magic will forever be touched by it,” the witch wheezed. Her voice was like burnt wood being crumbled to ash.

      It was stuffy inside the hut. The air, thick with incense smoke, caught in the back of Rebekah’s throat like a fishhook … or was it just her nerves?

      The bones of a thousand dead things dangled from the ceiling. Skulls glared down at her in judgement with empty eyes. Why had she decided to come here?

      “You live in the shadow of your predecessor,” the witch wheezed from under her tattered, grey hood. Her voice was strained and raspy, like something inside her had been stretched tighter than it should go. “It looms over you like a great storm over the plains.”

      “What do you know of my shadows?” Rebekah asked, trying not to cough.

      “My goddess tells me everything I need to know,” said the witch, raising an arthritic finger and pointing at a dark idol on her altar.

      The idol stood tall and proud, surrounded by candles and offerings of incense, dead flowers, honey-soaked bread, and dusty bones. Lucigia was not one of the deities widely worshipped in Naphtali, and her workings were as much a mystery to Rebekah as the crone that sat before her. The goddess belonged to far-flung lands and ancient times. She was a deity of witchcraft, shadows, and prophecy—things humble farmers had little interest in.

      “It’s true,” Rebekah said. She tried to speak over the shame rising in her heart, yet her voice still sounded small and insignificant. “I am my husband’s second wife. The first died giving birth to his twelfth son, and I have been unable to give him even one.”

      “Remember, my dear,” the witch hissed, “in Naphtali there is no such thing as a barren woman, only a dead one.”

      Rebekah did not need reminding. By the laws of their people, if a husband saw fit, he could have his wife stoned to death if she bore him no children. She’d seen it once. She was a small child when it happened, but the memory still haunted her dreams, these days more so than ever. She didn’t want to end up like that poor woman, her body beaten to a bloody pulp by a storm of rocks and angry screams.

      “Why else do you think I would come to this place?” asked Rebekah, glaring at the witch through the smoke-polluted air.

      “You have nothing to fear,” said the witch, unphased by Rebekah’s disgust. “A child shall inhabit your womb soon. But know the child will never truly belong to you. He will be a child of the gods.”

      “He?” Rebekah asked in a gasp. “I will conceive a son?”

      “You will conceive a legend,” the witch replied.

      “Tell me more,” Rebekah said. “I don’t understand. What do the gods have to do with my son?”

      “Come closer, child.” The witch beckoned as she leaned over and reached up for her hood with skeletal hands that ended in sharp, yellow fingernails. “Look into my eyes and you will see all you need to know.”

      The grey hood fell back to reveal eight dark eyes as slick as oil all gaping directly at Rebekah.

      She gasped. She would have fallen backwards, but she was locked in the terrible gaze that froze her body in place.

      Mesmerised and unable to blink, Rebekah’s mind fell into the darkness of the witch’s spider eyes.

      The thirteenth son of the House of Canaan shall be a child of Astaroth, the witch’s voice croaked from all around Rebekah. It was thunderous. She threw her palms over her aching ears, but it did not help to dim the voice; it was coming from inside Rebekah’s own head.

      

      The soul with two bodies will make itself whole again.

      The son of prophecy and the son of flowers will be tangled like the roots of an ancient tree.

      A legendary love will bloom only to be brought to ruin.

      Their fate is tied to the fate of everything the sun touches.

      The blood of the crown will commit a fault so great the gods themselves will cower.

      The forgotten god will return, and his lightning will tear the skies.

      His ravenous darkness will lay waste to the land.

      Their love will be their victory and their demise.

      

      The veil of darkness surrounding Rebekah gave way to the dim candlelight of the witch’s smog-filled hut.

      “How can all of that come to be?” Rebekah asked, her chest heaving and out of breath. Her head was spinning and her stomach was gurgling.

      “My goddess does not lie,” said the witch, throwing her hood back over her eyes.

      “And if I refuse this god?” Rebekah asked. “This Astaroth?”

      Rebekah knew the gods well enough, but Astaroth, the god of prophecy, like his sister Lucigia, was not widely worshipped in the farmlands.

      “The gods are not easily refused,” the witch wheezed, “But if you do, then you doom us all. Your son will one day save the world.”

      Rebekah’s chest and throat grew tight and hot tears streamed down her face. “All I wanted was a child,” she whimpered.

      “And a child you shall have,” said the witch, “but you will also have a hero. It is the will of the Fates. Their Great Web has been spun for millennia. It is the only true unstoppable force in the universe. Any attempt to avoid it will only bring more suffering upon you, and it will make no difference to the outcome.”

      Rebekah wiped at the tears streaming down her face. She knew the crone was right. Rebekah’s mother had taught her all the stories of their people. She told her of the heroes and monsters that lived and died by the will of the gods, the Fates and their Great Cosmic Web.

      To defy the Fates only begot tragedy, and their will cannot be changed. If the old stories had taught Rebekah anything, it was that what the Fates have planned would come to pass one way or another. The Great Web was immovable, invariable, and indestructible.

      “When?” asked Rebekah coldly. She was a farmer’s wife with a simple request. She had no interest in being a plaything of the gods. And yet here she was, a helpless insect at the whim of a group of wicked, immortal children.

      “Astaroth will inhabit the body of your husband the next time he enters you,” said the witch. “You will then be impregnated. Your son will not be of the blood of the gods, but he will be touched by them. He will be imbued with their magic.”

      Rebekah’s tears were relentless. “I don’t think I can do this. The gods—” her voice broke into a whisper, “they’re cruel. My son’s life will be plagued. They bring ruin to all the human lives they touch with their meddling.”

      “Ruin they may bring,” said the witch, “but also greatness.”

      “A legend my son may be, witch,” said Rebekah, choking on her own sobs, “but not all legends are looked upon with admiration.”

      “I am but a vessel. I am sorry you didn’t get the answers you were looking for, but a bitter truth is always better than a sweet falsehood. The gods have decided to grant you a child, and in doing so your life is spared.”

      “But his life will be cursed, and he is destined to die. Could the gods make more cruel a joke?”

      “Are we not all born to die?” asked the witch. “Only the gods are eternal.”

      Rebekah said nothing. The tears streaked long and hot over her face.

      “A final word of caution,” the witch continued. “The child is never to know about this prophecy. Those who know their fate are often driven to madness trying to avoid it and drag those they love into madness with them.”

      “I understand,” said Rebekah through her tears.

      Rebekah got to her feet. As she turned to leave the hut, she thought of the stoned woman she’d seen in the street all those years ago. Life was suffering no matter the path she walked. She was destined to die or to birth a child destined to die.

      She made the journey home under the light of the full moon while choking on her tears.
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      Cadence’s brothers tried to murder him only a few hours after his birth … or so they’d told him. They’d had many good reasons. The first being that Cadence was the thirteenth son, and thirteen was a very unlucky number. In the farmlands of Naphtali, the people were as superstitious as the earth was fertile.

      Farmers who rely on the grace of the gods for their crops to grow and their herds to thrive avoid tempting fate at all costs. They were at all times just one terrible plague away from total annihilation. The gods were lovers of mortal suffering, and nothing made mortals suffer more than a plague. Offending a god or goddess, even by mistake, could bring ruin upon a household, or worse, the entire region of Naphtali.

      The second reason for Cadence’s brothers’ attempted infanticide was that their baby half-brother was strange. In Naphtali, the only thing worse than being unlucky was being strange.

      Cadence didn’t cry when he was born. He came into the world so silently that the midwife thought he was stillborn. Were it not for his mother insisting she could see the slight rise and fall of Cadence’s tiny pink chest, he’d immediately have been sent back to the gods with fire and smoke.

      “I’ve been birthing babes for almost forty years,” rattled the old midwife as she shook her head, making the loose flesh under her chin wobble, “and that is not normal. It is a bad omen!”

      The story of his birth was just one in a compendium of terrible tales his twelve brothers enjoyed tormenting Cadence with. Each story served as a bitter reminder that he was not like his father’s other sons and never would be.

      “You came into the world peacefully,” his mother said when Cadence asked about his birth. “Nonsense falls from the mouths of your brothers as easily as wine from a cracked amphora. They wouldn’t know a bad omen if it bit them on their backsides.”

      Her words were of little comfort to him. It was not just in behaviour that Cadence was different from his family, but also in appearance. He was dark of hair with green eyes that looked back at him from polished copper mirrors and pools of water. His brothers all had hair the colour of dust and the same dark brown eyes as their father.

      “Green eyes,” his father would often grumble at Rebekah. “Where did those green eyes come from?”

      It was a fair question, no matter how harshly it was asked. Rebekah’s eyes, just like all the other people of Naphtali, were in the different shades and hues of the earth. Cadence’s family had eyes like soil after the first thunder storm in spring. When Cadence thought about it, he could not think of a single person in their village or even in Naphtali that he’d ever met with eyes the same colour as his.

      Every time Canaan interrogated Rebekah, she remained calm. She would simply look up from her loom and say, “Calm yourself, husband. His green eyes, along with the rest of him, are a gift from the gods.”

      As far back as he could remember, Cadence envied his mother’s ability to remain unshaken by his father, or anything else for that matter. There was a quiet strength to her that Cadence admired and had also unfortunately not inherited from her. He was a jumpy child, startled by anything bigger than a field mouse or louder than a clap.

      Despite his mother’s words, Cadence never felt like a gift of any kind. Gifts were precious things that people cherished. No one in the village cherished him.

      

      He was five years old when the dreams and visions started.

      They were small predictions at first. He was able to find things that were thought to be lost. He knew if it was going to rain or if one of the sheep had given birth during the night.

      Once his father had misplaced his favourite sickle. Canaan searched for the tool for days and had even gone as far as accusing some of the farmhands of stealing it. Cadence closed his eyes and thought hard about the sickle with its half-moon blade and hard leather handle. The harder and longer he thought about it, the clearer it showed up in his mind’s eye.

      It had fallen behind the workbench in the barn. Cadence ran to retrieve it in the hopes that, at the very least, his father would stop accusing the farm hands of thievery. There was also a small part of him that hoped his father would even be pleased. That part of him had turned out to be as wrong as it was small.

      “You hid the damn thing from me, you foul little demon!” Canaan screamed at him while snatching the sickle from Cadence’s hands.

      Cadence stood for a moment frozen in shock before, all at once, his insides melted with fear. He ran from his father as hot tears and mucus streaked down his face.

      Cadence’s predictions were also a source of great discomfort for Canaan.

      “Don’t be a fool,” he would bark at Cadence. “The rains are not due for another two weeks! I have been farming these lands my whole life and my father before me and his father before him. I am the one who knows when the rains will come!”

      The only thing that would upset his father more than the predictions themselves was when they would come to pass.

      Canaan would fly into a rage, kicking over bags of grain and smashing pots of honey before storming away. The house of Canaan was held in high esteem among the farming villages of Naphtali. His father’s line was a long one filled with good and honourable men who served their Emperor, the Luciferian Empire, and the people of Naphtali. They grew food from the land to feed the ever-expanding Empire. The Emperor’s hunger for power was matched only by the hunger of his armies. Having a peculiar son who made people uncomfortable brought shame to his father’s proud house.

      Canaan’s rages would always leave Cadence in tears.

      “You need to be still, my child,” his mother would warn as she comforted him. “It would be better if you held your tongue. Our people don’t like to know what the future holds.”

      It was obvious advice that Cadence understood and tried with everything inside of him to follow, but it was no use. He had no control over when the visions would come, and he could not contain them. Something inside his heart would whisper to his mind. That whisper would then travel from his mind to his mouth where it would escape and enrage or estrange whoever was around him.

      “Why don’t they want to know what is going to happen, mother?” he would ask as his tears poured onto her dress, turning the fabric darker where they fell.

      “Prophecy and premonition are tools of the gods,” she said. “Some believe that when the magic of the gods mixes with the affairs of mortals, disaster always follows.”

      “Is what they believe true?” Cadence sobbed. “Will I bring disaster?”

      “I don’t concern myself with the beliefs of others,” said Rebekah as she cradled him. “What I know to be true is far more important.”

      “And what is that?” asked Cadence, wiping his tears away with his forearm.

      “I believe,” she said, holding him close, “that anyone as brilliant as you can only bring wonder wherever you go.”

      Once again, his mother’s words were of little comfort when Cadence’s own brothers wanted nothing to do with him. All twelve of them were far older than Cadence, with a five-year age gap between him and Nazareth, the youngest from their father’s previous marriage.

      When he was six, Rebekah had tried to coach Cadence into impressing his brothers and father by helping him write all their names into a poem.

      

      My Brothers’ Hands Work the Land

      My brothers’ hands work the land

      With brows that are sweating and skin that is tanned.

      Sinai and Gilead sow the earth;

      Zeboim and Admah help the sheep give birth;

      Sidon and Sodom plough the endless fields;

      Elam and Hebron harvest the crops that they yield;

      Jordan and Mizrah chop wood for fires;

      Ekron and Nazareth sort grain for buyers.

      Thirteen sons from large to small;

      Father Canaan watches over us all

      

      Cadence practiced the poem for weeks, but when he was finally ready to recite it to his brothers and father, he was not met with admiration.

      “Stay by the hem of your mother’s dress where you belong,” snarled Sinai, pushing Cadence aside.

      “And keep our names out of your cursed mouth, lest you bring the wrath of the gods upon all of us,” said Gilead.

      Sinai and Gilead were the eldest of Canaan’s sons and made no secret of the fact that they hated Cadence the most.

      Cadence didn’t blame them. He understood, even then, that his brothers’ disdain for him was caused at least partly by fear of their father. They didn’t want any of Canaan’s rage towards Cadence spilling over onto them. It was better and safer for everyone to avoid Cadence altogether.

      

      As Cadence grew older, his visions became larger in scale and more accurate. By the time he was ten, word had spread of his visions, and it wasn’t long before the whole village was aware. Cadence was an outcast, and, by default, so was Rebekah.

      He would hear the whispers from the other farmers’ wives. As gossips often do, the women made little effort to hide what they were gossiping about.

      “That’s the one,” a woman once hissed behind her hand to a friend as Cadence and his mother passed them by. “The one touched by darkness.”

      “Let us make ourselves scarce,” the other woman hissed back, “before he curses us with an unfortunate prophecy. If he sees it, then it will come true and our fates are sealed!”

      They shuffled away from Cadence and Rebekah, raising their hands to their foreheads and making horns of their pinkie and index fingers. Cadence knew the hand sign well—it was the one people in Naphtali made to ward off evil.

      There were days when the hate was strong but Cadence’s spirit was stronger. However, there were also days when his heart could not bear it and he would be reduced to a tearful, quivering heap. When the time came for him to be schooled in letters and arithmetic with the other boys his age, Cadence considered it a fate worse than death. He lay awake the night before, his pillow damp with tears and his chest filled with bubbling dread.

      He’d imagined being separated from his mother and forced into closed quarters with his peers would be terrible, but in reality it was so much worse. None of the other boys would sit next to him. When the teacher wasn’t looking, they would pelt him with pebbles that stung like wasps and left red welts against the back of his neck.

      “Freak!” he would hear, like the crack of a whip from a faceless voice.

      “Demon!” cackled another.

      “Accursed swine!” spat one more.

      When they grew bored of taunting him, calling him names, shoving him, or pulling on his hair, the other boys treated him as if he didn’t exist. He had become invisible to them—a ghost.

      The first few weeks were a tear-stained blur, but after that, Cadence decided it was better to be a ghost. At least as a ghost he was left alone. The problem was that the longer he was treated like a ghost, the more he began to feel like one. Slowly he began to feel like nothing at all. To be a ghost, one would have to live first. At a point, he felt less than real, as if he’d never been a person to begin with.

      He grew to ignore the other children as much as they ignored him. As much as he hated the idea of school, he could not help but grow a love for learning. He could make sense of letters and numbers better than he could of any person. Letters and numbers, however, could not offer him a kind word, a warm embrace, or what he wanted most of all—acceptance.

      No matter how empty he felt, Cadence knew that he could seek shelter with his mother. She would fill him up again as he sat with her at her loom. She would tell him the stories of heroes, the gods who fathered them, and the monsters they would slay.

      

      She told him of Hermia, the goddess of spring and flowers. Hermia was powerful and beautiful but vain. Eons ago, her vanity led her to claim that her beauty outshone even that of her aunt Lerato, the goddess of love and desire. Enraged by the claim, Lerato challenged Hermia to a beauty contest.

      In truth, both goddesses were both of immeasurable beauty. Their dark skin was as rich and glistening as fertile earth. They shone with the golden inner light of immortality and held themselves with graceful strength. The supple curves of their elegant forms were unchallenged by any other goddess or mortal.

      “State your terms,” Hermia said, closing her eyes and smirking at Lerato with an arrogant confidence.

      “Very well,” Lerato said with a sneaky grin. “Whoever can make the most mortal men take their own lives out of desire for them before the sun sets is truly the most beautiful of us two.”

      Hermia was not a creature of desire, but a lover of all living things within the realm of nature. She was a giver of life, not a taker of it. The very thought of death repulsed her, and she could not bring herself to ever be associated with it.

      “I—,” Hermia stammered as her confidence melted away like snow in spring, “I cannot be the cause of death and suffering.”

      “Those are my terms,” Lerato said as her luscious, dark pink lips curled into a cruel smile.

      “I cannot,” Hermia said as her shoulders sagged under the weight of defeat.

      “Then you know nothing of true beauty,” said Lerato, who was older and wiser than her niece, “for love, death, desire, and suffering are all equal in the beauty they hold.”

      And so the goddess of spring and flowers lost miserably, her ego damaged beyond repair for eternity. Ashamed, Hermia fled into hiding for six long months. In Hermia’s absence, the gods and goddesses of winter, summer, and autumn sprung into creation and with them the seasons they ruled over.

      

      Cadence would listen to the tales with bated breath, for his mother’s mouth could weave them with words as elegantly as her hands could weave fabric from thread.

      She told him of the three Fates: Mormo, Melantha, and Mirabai—spider goddesses who wove the Great Web of space and time. Into their web they wove the destiny of every man, woman, child, god, and goddess that had ever existed and would ever exist.

      She told him of the Inkanyamba, a nomadic warrior race of terrible giants who prayed for the ability to see the future. When Astaroth, the god of prophecy and son of the three Fates, appeared to them, he came to strike a deal.

      “I will give you and all your descendants the ability to see the future,” the pale god said. “But in exchange I want the right eye of every member of your tribe now and forever into the future.”

      The Inkanyamba carefully considered the god’s offer and finally chose to accept. The temptation of being able to see into the future and secure their victories in battle was too great for them to ignore.

      The dark night around their camp filled with the sounds of agonised screams. One by one, the Inkanyamba lined up in front of a fire and put their right eyes out with a smouldering iron poker.

      When they awoke the next morning, Astaroth had made good on his promise. The Inkanyamba could indeed see the future, but the god had tricked them. The only futures they could see were the exact time and nature of their own deaths.

      Horrified, the Inkanyamba abandoned their camp and fled deep into the mountain ranges of Memunaptra. There they live to this day as shepherds who will devour any unfortunate mortal that enters.

      “Am I an Inkanyamba?” Cadence asked his mother.

      “What a question!” Rebekah exclaimed with mock shock. “Do you have green scaly skin?”

      “No!” Cadence laughed as he crossed his forearms and rubbed his palms over his smooth upper arms.

      “Do you have one eye or two?” Rebekah asked as she gently pinched his nose and gave it a wiggle.

      “Two!” Cadence screamed with laughter.

      “Then you cannot be an Inkanyamba!”

      “But I can tell the future sometimes,” he said, the laughter dying away.

      “That is the point of all our stories,” said Rebekah, pulling Cadence closer and into a tight embrace. “To teach us things. What you have is a gift; what the Inkanyamba have is a curse. I told you their story to teach you the difference.”

      When no stories came to mind, Rebekah would sing to him. Once he’d learned all her songs, he would join her, and the two would sing together as her hands wove tapestries, linens, and wool for clothing.

      Uninvited and unwanted by his brothers to help with their chores, Cadence learnt the women’s work from his mother by helping her instead.

      At her feet, he learned the domestic arts of weaving, sewing, cleaning, and cooking. She taught him how to prepare fragrant and delicious meals. Together they would make roast lamb, chicken, and wild boar, ostrich ragout, and fried veal. Sides would be made up of lentils with coriander, soft boiled eggs in pine nut sauce, and spreads of grapes, figs, and oranges with cheeses.

      Cadence’s favourite things to make with his mother were the desserts. They baked everything from nut tarts to banana bread and sweet biscuits, but his favourite thing to make with her were honey cakes. He loved the way their sweet smell filled the kitchen as they baked in the oven. The aroma seemed to saturate every part of the house; it settled on the surfaces and pulled into the walls and ceilings. Cadence liked to close his eyes and breathe the smell in slowly and deeply. He’d let the aroma fill him up from the inside like a jar of milk until he overflowed. It was the smell of love itself. He knew the house didn’t have a soul, but if it did, it would have been the smell of his mother’s honey cakes.

      Together they would also clean the guardian statues that were scatted throughout the house and its surroundings for protection and abundance. Cadence and his mother would spend hours scrubbing and dusting and wiping until the polished marble likenesses of the gods they worshipped sparkled in the sunlight.

      

      There was Hollis, the god of farming and abundance of the earth. He was a joyful god that brought good tidings, fair weather, and bountiful crops. The only thing wider than his smile was his belly. His stomach protruded outward and strained against the fabric of his tunic like a bag swollen with grain. Hollis was the most popular and most widely worshipped god in Naphtali, but the Canaan homestead also hosted guardian statues of Aneris, goddess of fertility, childbirth, and the home; Lethe, the god of health and healing; and Zamora, goddess of fruit, fruit trees, and fruitful abundance. Cadence and Rebekah would prepare offering bowls of sweet meats, flowers, fruit, and incense to be laid at the feet of the guardian statues and burned. The saccharine smoke would twirl in thick grey ribbons over the statues and into the heavens where it would find the god the offerings were intended for and remind them of the family’s piety.

      Cadence enjoyed the work with his mother. It gave him a sense of purpose, but Canaan could never know about it. If Canaan ever discovered that, on top of predicting the future, his youngest son was also performing tasks meant for women, Cadence would certainly be stoned alongside his mother. Cadence and Rebekah hid from Canaan well enough during the long days when he was out tending to the fields and animals.

      Were it not for Cadence inheriting his father’s sharp nose and strong jaw, more questions would have been raised, and his mother would probably have suffered for it. In Naphtali, the only thing that came easy to women was death. Cadence saw it all the time. They died in childbirth, at the wrath of their husbands, and from diseases. It was rare for a woman of Naphtali to pass into the Underworld from old age while working at their looms or peacefully in their sleep.

      

      When Cadence was not at his mother’s side or at school, he spent his time exploring the lands of Naphtali. He would walk through the seemingly endless fields of corn and wheat, discovering their different moods as one season gave way to another.

      He would spend the summers wandering through the emerald temples of corn stalks that reached up towards the heavens as if praising the gods. When spring arrived, he took long walks through the vast fruit orchards where the aroma of orange and peach blossoms danced in the air. When autumn came, just before the harvest, Cadence would disappear into the golden fields of wheat. The ripe crops would sway in and out of the corners of his vision as he watched rainless and solitary clouds slowly drift through the forget-me-not sky. When winter came, bringing the snow and ice with it, Cadence would venture to the frozen rivers and lakes. There he would stand perfectly still and watch the clouds of his breath leap from his mouth and gallop into the frosty air. He would close his eyes and let the death-like silence of the sleeping land envelop him.

      Cadence explored until all the secrets of his father’s lands and beyond revealed themselves to him. Summer, autumn, winter, and spring passed over and over again in an ever-changing cycle. Season after changing season, one thing remained constant—Cadence would watch them come and go alone.
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      By his sixteenth year, Cadence was an expert in reading his father’s moods. He could tell exactly how his father was feeling or how he was going to react to something just by the angle of a raised bushy eyebrow, the twitch of a jaw muscle, or the way the corners of his mouth pulled.

      Decades of farming had turned Canaan into a behemoth, and combined with his terrible temper, he was a force to be reckoned with. Sixteen years of experience had made Cadence not only an expert on his father but also an expert at avoiding him. He’d taught himself to melt away into the shadows when he was around Canaan. When no shadows were at his disposal, Cadence chose to remain as silent as possible and out of Canaan’s line of sight.

      At meal times, Cadence was sure to keep his gaze down at his plate and not participate in conversation. When his father was present, Cadence would find himself terrified that anything that came from his mouth would send Canaan into a rage. The family shared most meals together, making them the most challenging times for Cadence to avoid his father. Canaan would sit at the head of the table with Rebekah to his right. Sinai, being the eldest, would sit to his left. The rest of the brothers would filter down the table in birth order.

      As adept as Cadence was at avoiding his father’s wrath, there were times when even his best tactics would fail him. When Canaan was in a particularly foul mood or had indulged in too much wine, nothing and no one in Hathuldria would escape the scope of his scrutiny.

      “Why do you sit like that, boy?” Canaan barked. His face twisted in a grotesque form of disgust reserved only for the lowliest of creatures that dared to offend him. The shadows cast by the lamps and candles only served to make him appear even more menacing.

      His father didn’t have to call him by name for Cadence to know he was being addressed. Canaan’s criticisms were hurled like spears and always found their mark. Cadence did not answer but instead just looked at his father from the opposite end of the table.

      “Sit up straight!” Canaan boomed as his massive fists slammed into the table, causing the clay plates and goblets to rattle. The candle flames danced around their wicks. “It is bad enough that you are a cursed outcast of a boy. Do you have to sit there like a quivering and withered wheat stem?”

      A withered wheat stem was an accurate description of Cadence’s body. The tender and plump flesh of childhood had been stretched out of him three summers before. He stood tall, awkward, and gangly, like a vine that could not decide which direction it wanted to grow in.

      Cadence’s entire body began to tremble as the fourteen sets of brown eyes belonging to his family members turned on him. Each set held a different emotion. His brothers’ eyes—some glinted with annoyance or distain, others with disgust, and one or two with fear. His mother’s eyes flashed pity and regret, but it was his father’s gaze that made Cadence tremble the worst. His eyes held more than just anger—they burned with a hatred so intense Cadence broke out in a sweat.

      “Look at me when I am talking to you!” Canaan boomed, smashing his tightly clenched fists into the table a second time.

      Cadence fought hard against his shaking limbs to adjust his posture. Slowly he straightened his back, but no matter how hard he tried he could not hold his head up or meet his father’s eyes for longer than a brief moment at a time. Looking at his father’s face was like staring into the mouth of Obsidian’s Underworld itself. Demons with sharp talons and long fangs waited at the entrance ready to pull Cadence down into the darkness.

      “For the love of the gods!” Canaan bashed his fists into the table once more, this time causing a water goblet to topple over, its contents drenching the platter of bread and cheese. “You cannot even sit properly! Sharing a meal with you ruins my appetite! Get—”

      Canaan’s outburst was interrupted by a sharp knock on the door. Canaan pushed himself away from the table without taking his ferocious gaze off Cadence until he reached the entrance of the family home.

      “What is it?” he barked as he swung the door open.

      On the other side stood a messenger boy, not much older than Cadence. He was draped in a crimson tunic and wore a bronze breast plate that bore a single lotus blossom. The breast plate moved up and down at a rapid pace, keeping time with the boy’s breathing, his brown hair turned a shade darker by sweat and dust.

      “News from the city of Luciferian, my lord!” His voice was pitchy with excitement and exhaustion as he held out a sealed scroll for Canaan to take.

      Canaan grabbed the scroll from the messenger, broke the wax seal, and unrolled it. His dark eyes scanned over the words printed on the parchment.

      “What is it?” asked Rebekah as she got up from the table and stood behind Canaan.

      “The Emperor,” said Canaan as if someone had just died. “He and his family will be joining us for the Harvest Festival at the end of the summer.”

      “A great honour,” said Rebekah. “The Emperor has not graced us with a visit in years. Not since you and I were wed.”

      Canaan let go of the scroll, letting it snap back into a roll, before closing the door in the messenger boy’s face. “A great honour,” he grumbled, “and a great amount more work to do in a short space of time. It is best that we begin preparations as soon as possible.”
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      Excitement spread through Naphtali like a whirlwind. News of the Emperor’s Harvest Festival visit had the farming capital abuzz with preparation. As the leader of the community, Canaan was at the helm of plans involving the celebration and the royal visit. He made sure all tasks were being executed to perfection. Woe betide the poor soul who was even a minute late or had any excuse for not having done something the way Canaan had wanted it.

      Gigantic marquee tents and pavilions were erected, fine crockery and cutlery was hauled out of storage, and decorations were being made in hoards.

      More so now than ever, Cadence made sure to stay out of Canaan’s way. Fortunately for Cadence, his father had been so busy he was often unable to make it to the family table for meals, and when the whole family did dine together, Canaan was too weary or distracted to notice or criticise his youngest son’s many shortcomings.

      A week before the Harvest Festival feast and the arrival of the Emperor, Cadence and his family were sitting down to dinner once again. This time Canaan was present and had brought with him a tension that filled the air like smoke.

      The meal was a simple one of cheese, olives, and bread. Everyone had been so busy with the preparations for the festival on top of the harvest itself, so there was no time to prepare anything more elaborate.

      Cadence was staring down at his plate in silence when Canaan cleared his throat and addressed him.

      “Cadence,” he said in his deep and gruff voice. He said the name like it was a curse word. Cadence tried to stop himself from shaking when he was addressed once again. “I am told you have a talent for singing and that you are familiar with all our songs. Is this true?”

      Cadence had to fight the urge to check behind him and make sure his father wasn’t addressing another Cadence. “Yes, father,” he said, shocked by how small his voice sounded. “Mother has taught me all the songs.”

      “You will perform at the Harvest Festival feast for the Emperor and his family next week,” Canaan said. “Be prepared, and do not disappoint me.” His words were sharp and concise when he gave instruction, never saying more than he needed to.

      “Yes, father,” said Cadence, trying his best to stop the quivering that was breaking out over his body.

      “And none of your … antics,” Canaan added referring to Cadence’s visions. “The time has come for you to stop bringing the good name of this family to shame. Do you understand me?”

      Cadence didn’t speak, just nodded.

      “This is wonderful news,” said Rebekah. “We shall start preparations first thing in the morning. You should think about which song you would like to perform. Perhaps Oh How Golden is the Wheat or even The Reaping Song. Both would be equally appropriate for the occasion.”

      Hebron smirked, “Or perhaps he should just squeal like a starved pig. No matter what he chooses to do it will be a disaster. It always is with him.”

      “Hebron is right,” said Jordan, turning to face Cadence with a scowl. “You weren’t even father’s first choice.”

      “Father’s first choice was Magdalena,” said Mizrah. He spoke through his nose in a whiny tone that sounded like a bull passing gas. “But she has taken ill and will not have time to prepare. Father is very concerned you will do something to dishonour him. You probably will.”

      Cadence fought the tears pushing themselves up from the growing tightness in his throat. He would not cry in front of them. That is what they wanted, and he would not give it to them.
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      Cadence and Rebekah spent the next week before the festival preparing for his performance. He practiced his song while she worked at her loom weaving a special ceremonial tunic for him. She had chosen the best wool and dyed it a rich yellow with turmeric. They’d decided to work outside and make the most of the summer’s final days before the autumn chill got a strong grip on the air.

      Cadence finished singing the song for what felt like the thousandth time and fell still.

      “Very good,” said Rebekah with a wide smile, not looking up from her busy hands. “I think you are ready. You will make Naphtali and your father proud.”

      Cadence let out a deep sigh. His mind was far from lyrics, melodies, and his father’s pride.

      “What if I have a vision in front of the Emperor?” he asked his mother. “Worse still, what if I foresee something terrible? Father will kill me.”

      Perhaps he wants me to fail, Cadence thought. Perhaps he wants to give me the opportunity to dishonour him and the family so badly that he will finally have an excuse to kill me. It is a trap, and I am a fool for walking into it.

      Cadence knew that no matter how badly Canaan wanted to kill him, it was forbidden. It was a cosmic law even the gods themselves were bound to. The killing of a family member was seen as the most disgusting crime any mortal or god could commit against nature. The consequences of slaying one’s own blood could be a terrible plague, a curse of madness, or being transformed into some kind of monster. Cadence was convinced that the great and ancient law was the only thing that kept Canaan from murdering him.

      The stories his mother had told him were filled with ill-fated heroes who killed their own kin, sometimes on purpose out of rage or jealousy, and other times by some cruel twist in The Great Web—by accident. No matter the circumstances, the outcome of familicide was never pleasant and always tragic. Yes, Cadence knew that Canaan could not kill him, but banishment was a close second to murder. Cadence never doubted that punishment was ever far from his father’s anger- and hate-infested mind.

      Over the years, his brothers often tried to frighten Cadence with banishment. Their barbs echoed through his brain like footsteps in an abandoned hall.

      “Father should have you shipped off to Dis where you can toil away with the rest of the criminals, undesirables, and abominations,” Gilead had once said when he was out of Rebekah’s earshot.

      “If I were father, I would have done it years ago,” Sinai sneered in agreement. “A small, inescapable island surrounded by monster-infested waters sounds like the perfect place for a wretch like Cadence.”

      “I hear they make the prisoners there mine the iron for the Emperor’s airships and weapons,” Admah chimed in. “And there is nothing to eat but the rats they catch for themselves.”

      “Father told me it is a lawless place,” said Elam. “But Admah is wrong, there are no rats in Dis, so the prisoners eat each other! A weakling like Cadence wouldn’t last ten seconds before becoming a murderer’s dinner or a rapist’s lunch!”

      “Stop fretting,” Rebekah said, bringing Cadence’s mind back to the present and away from thoughts of the penal colony of the Empire.

      “Easier said than done,” Cadence croaked back at her.

      “You will be fine,” Rebekah comforted him as she continued to work at her loom. “You will dazzle everyone in attendance with your beautiful voice, and all will be well.”

      She sounded confident. Overly confident. There was no telling when and how one of Cadence’s episodes would befall him.

      “What is it like?” he asked, “for the people around me when it happens? When I have a premonition?”

      His mother’s hands froze in their place on the loom, and she did not look at him. She was still for a moment before answering. “It’s frightening,” she said. “But frightening to different people for different reasons.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “When it happens, you look as if your mind leaves your body behind, and you speak with a voice that does not belong to you. You speak with the voice of ...” Rebekah stopped herself.

      “The voice of what, mother?” Cadence pressed.

      “The voice of someone much older than you,” she said, finally looking at him. “People are unsettled by children who sound older than their years. Most men and women aren’t as wise as they pretend to be and feel threatened when children are worldlier than them. The people of Naphtali are grateful for the grace of the gods, but they harbour what they would consider a healthy amount of fear for them.”

      “Are you frightened of me when it happens?” he asked, equal parts of him wanting and not wanting to know.

      “I am never frightened of you my darling,” she replied. “But sometimes I am frightened for you.”

      “Let’s keep practicing,” Cadence said, changing the subject.
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      “This royal visit is costing a fortune in time,” Canaan complained to Gilead.

      Cadence and the rest of his family were busy preparing for the arrival of the royals. As head of the community, Canaan and his immediate family were to remain close to the proceedings. Canaan’s household would be on display for everyone to see, and Canaan would have them appear no less than perfect. The pressure tied Cadence’s stomach into knots.

      The family had spent most of the early afternoon bathing, shaving, plucking, and brushing themselves to a shine. They had all dressed in their finest tunics for the affair. Belts and armbands of leather and polished copper were wrapped around their waists and wrists. Their sandals, freshly oiled, gave off the scent of oranges and beeswax.

      “It will be worth it in the end, father,” Gilead replied as he adjusted his belt. “Naphtali will stay in the Emperor’s favour.”

      “Naphtali is always in the Emperor’s favour,” barked Canaan. “Hungry soldiers don’t win wars, and starving citizens revolt. The royals should be the ones trying to stay in our favour.”

      Gilead fell silent. Every member of Canaan’s household knew it was a bad idea to stoke the flames of one of his rants.

      Cadence looked down at his new tunic, crafted by his mother’s talented hands and dyed the yellow of autumn leaves. The wool did not make him itch in the way the other children would complain about when their mothers made them new clothes. He wore no belt around his waist but instead a thin string of braided leather ending in two tassels that dangled just under his hip. A headband made of the same leather braid had been tied around his head.

      He looked around at his family as they gathered to leave. His father and brothers looked the most handsome, strong, and presentable Cadence had ever seen them. But Rebekah outshone them all. Her light blue linen peplos fell over her like it had been cut directly out of the sky. A long string of fresh water pearls hung from her neck, complementing her soft skin with their iridescent shine. She wore her hair up, showing off her neck, and had chosen to adorn it with ribbon the same colour as her peplos.

      “You look beautiful, mother,” said Cadence, admiring her.

      “Finally the boy says something I can agree with,” said Canaan before Rebekah could reply. “Line up all of you, let me look upon my family.”

      The boys stood like soldiers at attention, looking ahead in silence. Canaan’s dark eyes slithered like a serpent over each of his sons, looking for an imperfection to prey on. Cadence did not have to be looking to know the relief on each of his brothers’ faces as Canaan passed over them and moved on to the next.

      Being the youngest, Cadence always had to wait the longest to be judged, and he knew, no matter what, that he would always be the one found wanting. His stomach writhed like an octopus had just taken up residence inside of him. He did all he could to prevent his limbs from shaking.

      When the time finally came for Cadence to be inspected, the weight of Canaan’s gaze fell on his shoulders like a load of firewood.

      Canaan loomed over Cadence. He lifted his arms as if to pull Cadence into an embrace, but Cadence knew better than to expect affection from his father. Canaan locked his hands around Cadence’s upper arms and squeezed so hard Cadence thought he would crumble away. He gritted his teeth as his face twisted and pulled at the pain burning through his arms. He began to lose sensation in his fingers.

      Tightening his grip, Canaan leaned in to Cadence’s ear and said, “Bring shame upon me tonight and I will end you with my bare hands. My damnation by the gods will be worth being rid of you.”

      Canaan unclenched his grip, stood up to his full height, and walked away without another word. The rest of the family followed—Rebekah first and then the sons from oldest to youngest.

      Sensation slowly began to return to Cadence’s arms. His father’s grip had left behind an ache that ran all the way into his bones. He walked as slowly as possible behind his family, desperately fighting back the tears trying to escape from his eyes.
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      They arrived by way of a great airship. The golden beast moved through the air as if it was no heavier than a dandelion seed. Cadence watched the ichor glitter through the immense balloon that reminded him of a gigantic wineskin. Rigged to the bottom of the balloon was a gondola easily the size of five standard homes in Naphtali.

      People from all across the region had shown up in droves to welcome the Emperor and his family. The crowd gathered like a great red storm, clothed in crimson and waving bright red flags, the colour of the great house of Titan, adorned with the lotus flower sigil. They cheered and chanted for the arrival of their magnanimous ruler. For many of them, the airship would be the most incredible thing they’d ever witnessed.

      Canaan waited to the side of the landing platform with Rebekah, Sinai, and Gilead to welcome the royal family to Naphtali. Gifts of wildflowers, jars of Naphtali’s finest preserved fruit and honey, amphorae of sweet wine, and bundles of expertly woven linens and wools had all been laid on the platform—an offering to show how grateful the people of the farmlands were for the royal visit.

      Cadence had chosen to watch from the camouflage of the crowd. His face would melt into the thousands of others; he liked it better that way. Becoming invisible had started as a survival instinct but had become second nature to Cadence even when his father was not around.

      “Look at the light of the ichor flowing through the ship!” said a boy standing in front of Cadence to a friend standing next to him. He pointed at the landing airship and jumped up and down.

      “I’ve heard the obelisks and pyramids in Luciferian glow with it!” the friend replied, just as excited.

      “My father told me the capstones of the pyramids glow and levitate!” the first boy shouted back, as if he was trying to outdo his friend with his knowledge of the capital.

      Every child in Naphtali grew up hearing tales of the glittering city of Luciferian, but very few ever got to see it. Farm folk were born and bred to be out in the open, working on the land in the fresh air. Many were of the strong opinion that large crowded cities full of lights, noise, and the magic of the gods would surely kill them.

      “Their airships are powered by ichor,” his mother had told Cadence when she shared stories with him, “the energy source of the gods reserved for the royal, the rich, and the famous.”

      In her stories, the favourites of the gods lived privileged lives while the rest were born to toil in the sun and dirt, growing food and fighting in wars. Ichor did not flow through the Empire in an even distribution. The airship was the closest Cadence had ever been to seeing the precious substance in action. It ran through the ship like glowing blood. It was like sunlight, golden and warm but deadly if not worked with correctly.

      Cadence’s mother had also told him the story of where the ichor, the royal family, and the great city of Luciferian had come from. As he watched the great ship come in for its grand landing, he remembered her words.
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        The God Who Fell from Heaven

      

      

      A very long time ago, the sky lord Mithras, god of lightning, and his younger brother Lucifer, the god of light, ruled as equals in the heavens. Together they created everything the eye can see and even that which it cannot. Lucifer loved humans and wanted them to have the best lives possible. He wanted to give them everything. But Mithras was more cautious. He knew the dangers of overindulgence. If Lucifer gave too much, the humans would grow arrogant and maybe one day even revolt against the gods.

      Lucifer and Mithras got into a titanic battle over the future of humankind. The battle resulted in a great storm that swept through Hathuldria. The poets and scholars recorded that, for seven days and seven nights, the sky looked like it was going to tear itself apart. The wind howled, gold lightning crackled, and thunder boomed, but no rain ever came. This great battle went on for six days, but on the seventh day, Lucifer lost. He was wounded in the way only one god can wound another and was cast from the heavens by his older brother.

      Lucifer fell from heaven at a meteoric speed. He had been badly beaten and knew that he would never be able to return to the realm of the gods ever again. In that moment, he decided to gift humanity with something precious. Where his body struck the ground, a fountain of pure ichor erupted from the earth. Around the fountain sprung the city of Luciferian, so named after the god who fell from the heavens, giving his immortal life to create it. As the city grew, the ichor from the fountain flowed through it and brought it to life.

      The other gods mourned the loss of Lucifer and wanted to honour their fallen brother by making Luciferian the greatest city the world would ever see. And so they bestowed gifts upon the city.

      Amaranth, the blacksmith of the gods, and Fragma, the god of war, imbued the city’s walls, towering obelisks, and ornate pyramids with magic, making them indestructible. They gifted the city with powerful and mysterious divine defences that would come to life if ever Luciferian was threatened.

      Obelisk, god of the Underworld, blessed the city with precious metals and stones that could be forged into the finest jewellery or the strongest armour. Eris, god of wealth, opulence, and pleasure, granted Luciferian a golden fortune.

      Hermia, the goddess of spring and flowers, and Zamora, the goddess of fruit, fruit trees, and fruitful abundance, created plants and flowers with magical properties that could only grow inside the city walls. Hermia also blessed Luciferian with celestium, the soil of the gods. Lush gardens bloomed inside the city at her whim and covered the courtyards and rooftops.

      Harmonia, the goddess of good fortune, and Hollis graced the city with luck and ensured that it would always be filled with art, music, and great thinkers.

      When the gods were done bestowing their gifts, from the fountain where Lucifer fell, a giant lotus bloomed, and from inside of it the first Emperor, Nestis, was born. Four petals fell from the lotus and transformed into the Emperor’s wife, Emris, and their three sons Rhadamanthus, Tartarus, and Letus. The Emperor was the god Lucifer reincarnated, and his line have ruled the Empire of Luciferian ever since. To this day, the sigil of the Titan family is a flowering lotus blossom—a symbol of self-regeneration and rebirth.

      For the crime of killing a family member, an act against the laws of nature, Mithras was banished from the realm of the gods. Exiled, he wandered out of the hearts and minds of mortals and gods alike, never to be seen or heard from again. His fear of the mortals overthrowing the gods had been his ultimate undoing.

      

      “Do you think Mithras will ever come back for revenge?” Cadence had asked when his mother was done with the tale. “Do you think he is still afraid humans will revolt against the gods?”

      “Such serious questions for someone so young,” she responded before planting a kiss on his forehead. “I worry more of the fact that my son is revolting against his bed time. Now close your eyes and go to sleep. We have a big day tomorrow. I need your help to dye the wool for our new winter tunics and coats.”
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      The massive airship landed gracefully for a thing of its immense size. Golden and brilliant, it looked completely out of place in the surrounding earthy tones of vast fields sprinkled with modest clay brick farm houses and thatch-roofed dining halls. Cadence had heard the airships of Luciferian described to him before, but seeing one for the first time was a sight to behold. The crowd cheered with an excitement that crackled through the air like lightning.

      The descendants of the first Emperor were about to stand before the people of Naphtali. The doors of the gondola moved like the opening jaws of a gigantic, legendary monster.

      Everything about the royals was ornate, beautiful, and excessive. Their clothing draped luxuriously from their shoulders in regal weaves of intricate patterns adorned with gemstones that glittered in the light, a far cry from the plain tunics worn by the humble farming families of Naphtali.

      To Cadence, the most striking thing about the royal family was not their clothing or their lavish mode of transportation but the way they carried themselves. They moved with the same ease and grace as a summer breeze dancing between leaves. They were gods made corporeal. The crowd erupted into a roar of applause and waved the crimson flags so rapidly they became a blurry ocean of red.

      Arsinoe, Empress of Luciferian, was the first to leave the doors of the ship. Her skin reminded Cadence of hammered bronze—dark, rich, and shining. It was said she was a great, great granddaughter of the goddess Hermia. She looked like someone who had the blood of the gods in her veins. Her robes of white and gold glittered down her slender form as if fresh cream had been poured over her. Her long, tight curls of thick ebony had been scooped up inside a sparkling crown and tumbled all the way down her back. She was the most radiant being Cadence had ever seen. Her face was a dark diamond, with cheekbones like spearheads and amber eyes that shone in the late afternoon sunlight.

      “There she is,” croaked a grumpy looking old woman to Cadence’s right before spitting into the dirt. “The Viper of the Empire herself!”

      “Mother!” reprimanded the old woman’s daughter. “You can’t talk about the royal family like that!”

      “Why not?” the crone shot back. “It’s the truth! She is a witch who brews poisons for her husband to use on his enemies!”

      “Hush, mother!” the daughter reprimanded.

      “I think she’s pretty!” said a little girl from her seat on her father’s shoulders, her eyes wide with wonder.

      “Don’t be fooled by her appearance,” said the old woman. “Her beauty is not real; it is merely a glamour. At night her skin peels off to reveal her true form—a serpent she-demon with scales and fangs! She is a witch from Aroastria. She had a child with the Emperor many years ago, but she ate the little girl in exchange for her dark powers. As punishment, the gods cursed her with infertility and transformed her into a monster.”

      The little girl gasped in response.

      “Stop it, mother! You are scaring her!”

      “Did you know,” said the old woman, ignoring her daughter, “the queen wears her hair like that to hide her demon horns?”

      “Mother, that’s enough!” the daughter snapped. “If you can’t be nice then you need to go back to the house.”

      The woman’s reprimands were drowned out of Cadence’s ears by the swelling roar of the crowd.

      Arsinoe was followed by the crowned prince of Luciferian, His Royal Highness Prince Arlo. He was rumoured to be the son of a goddess, and, seeing him, Cadence could believe it. He was beautiful, like something a master artist might paint on a temple wall. Cadence had never seen a sapphire, but the prince’s eyes were how he always imagined them to look. His golden hair glowed in the light of the late afternoon sun like freshly harvested honey. His skin lacked the deep olive tan of the field workers and farmers of Naphtali; instead, it held a vibrant, sun-kissed tone—warm, smooth, and rich as rose petals. He looked to be of about the same age as Cadence—sixteen, perhaps seventeen—but the prince was taller.

      His features were handsome and well-defined. His whole body bloomed with the lean muscle of youth—toned and strong but not yet engorged and battle-hardened like those of older men. If Cadence concentrated hard enough, he could see the features of the man the prince would one day look like.

      Cadence’s gaze fell to the wide mouth of the young prince. His full pink lips were closed in an expression of regal neutrality, neither a smile nor a frown, but was pleasant to look upon. Cadence found himself wondering what the prince looked like when he smiled.

      The spell Cadence had been ensnared by was broken when the final member of the royal family emerged from the doors of the airship. Abydos, Emperor of Luciferian, a monolith of a man in stature and reputation. He stood at least a head taller than Canaan and looked as if he’d been carved out of rock. His heavy brow served to make the already stoic expression on his face look even more intimidating. Cadence could not tell what the man was thinking or feeling, a quality he assumed was shared by most royals.

      “That is the Emperor,” said a man to Cadence’s left, speaking to his small son who was propped up on the man’s shoulders. “No Emperor in our history has ever conquered as much land and resources as he.”

      “It’s true,” said the boy’s mother, “in the space of a few decades, he has taken Luciferian from a powerful kingdom to the most colossal empire in the known world. He is mighty.”

      “Mighty,” the toddler repeated from his father’s shoulders as he gazed on in awe.

      Abydos was feared as much as he was respected. Rumour had it that when he wanted to obtain Arsinoe as his bride, he presented her father with a thousand severed heads, taken from a barbarian army. A shiver skittered through Cadence’s spine as he recalled the story.

      The three royal family members stood on the landing platform and waved at the crowd.

      In the shadows behind the royals, Cadence saw small, skittish movements. They were difficult to make out at first as they were hunched over, forcing themselves to be smaller than they really were. Slaves, Cadence thought to himself. They have brought their slaves with them. He felt almost foolish for not expecting this, but the idea of slaves could not have been more foreign to a farmer’s son.

      The people of Naphtali were not accustomed to such luxuries as free labour. In Naphtali, all labour was free. If they didn’t work, they didn’t eat. No one in the Empire would eat. He imagined that in the great cities like Luciferian and Amun-Ra, slavery was as commonplace as air. It was said that slaves were generally taken from lands conquered by the Empire—savages and barbarians in need of order, culture, and education.

      Something deep inside of Cadence began to whisper to him. It was not the same as when he had a premonition; this was more subtle. The royal family did not visit Naphtali for every Harvest Festival. This was the first time in many years. Something special was going to be announced. Looking upon the royals, he knew that this feeling was true, but what was to be announced was still a mystery to him. As the whispers grew louder and more defined, they told Cadence not to expect something special, but terrible instead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The royals were received at Naphtali’s great dining hall, which had just weeks before undergone much needed restoration. The timber frames of the hall had been inspected, cleaned, and polished along with its wattle walls. The thatched roofing, turned a dead grey colour from years of exposure to the sun, had been combed out and replaced with fresh thatch the colour of dried wheat.

      The gardens around the hall had been clipped, trimmed, and pruned to perfection and boasted evergreen shrubs and cypress trees that stood tall as stone columns. More crimson flags bearing the lotus blossom sigil and oil lamps had been hung to illuminate the pathways leading from the gardens and into the Great Hall.

      The royal family, led by their own group of officials and courtiers, were the first to fill the courtyards and gardens surrounding the great hall. A representative from each family in Naphtali had been invited to the festivities. Most were the heads of their households, the fathers and husbands, joined by their wives or eldest sons. Canaan’s was the only family with every member in attendance. The rest of Naphtali would be holding their own harvest celebrations in halls across the farming capital.

      The massive oak doors of the Great Hall opened to an extravagant banquet. Canaan had ensured no expense or effort had been spared. The walls and pillars of the hall had been festooned from top to bottom with wildflowers native to Naphtali. Lamps and candles provided warm and welcoming light, while a band filled the air with music from their lyres, flutes, drums, and cymbals. The banquet table ran the length of the room and back around again in the shape of a giant horseshoe and had been filled with the finest food the farming capital had to offer. The rich aromas of roast boar, lamb, chicken, and beef twisted together in the air, making Cadence’s stomach lurch with hunger. Trough-loads of cheese, nuts, berries, figs, oranges, and grapes had also been laid across the tables.

      “I’ve never seen so much food in my life!” Mizrah said, his jaw falling open as he and the rest of Canaan’s family followed the royals to their seats.

      “Close your mouth,” Rebekah scolded him in a sharp whisper, “before your father sees you walking around like a surprised fish.”

      The royals were to be seated at the head of the table with Canaan to the Emperor’s left and his family following their usual order behind him. This left Cadence far enough away to go unnoticed while still providing him with a good enough view of the Emperor, the Empress, and the young prince.

      Once again, Cadence was drawn to the boy. They could not have been more different. Arlo was graceful but relaxed in his seat next to his father. Cadence was seated thirteen people away from his father and felt like a deer being pursued by a pack of ravenous wolves. The young prince had an effortless beauty to him, not just in the way he looked but in his presence. The prince was surrounded by a group of other royal youths Cadence did not recognise. They must have been the sons of some of the courtiers. They all seemed to bask in the presence of the prince.

      Being around him must be like laying in sunshine, Cadence thought, as a heat developed in his chest and spread up his neck and into his face. Arlo was the kind of son even Canaan could be proud of.

      Seated closest to Arlo was a girl of striking beauty. Long deep red locks of hair leapt from the top of her head like flames that burned down her back. In contrast to her fiery hair, her pale porcelain skin seemed to glow. She watched the prince with grey eyes that sparkled as she laughed almost too hard at something Arlo had said.

      A princess of Amun-Ra, Cadence thought to himself. He’d heard tales of the people from the lands of endless rain with milk in their skin and fire in their hair. She touched the prince incessantly, gently strumming her dainty fingertips over his forearm as she spoke to him, or lightly pushing at his shoulder with a laugh that was more performative than sincere. Her grey eyes never left Arlo’s face, and Cadence quickly found himself annoyed by the sight of her.

      

      The Emperor rose to his feet and the hall fell into immediate silence. He raised his hands and graced his audience with a slight smile.

      “People of Naphtali,” he said, speaking in a voice that was deep but not as booming as Cadence had expected. Every eye in the hall was on him, as was every ear. The Emperor had no need to project his voice. He could have whispered and everyone present would still have heard every word.

      “My family and I thank you for the most hospitable welcome. More importantly, the Empire thanks you for your service!” Abydos clapped his hands and the hall erupted in thunderous applause.

      “Not only has the work of your hands fed every man, woman, and child in the Empire, but also every soldier. The harvest is a time not only to reap the fruits of your labour but also to rest and reflect on how your work has helped make Luciferian the greatest empire the world has ever seen!”

      More applause tore through the air before dying down again, and the Emperor continued.

      “The gods smile upon you tonight!” he said, raising his wine goblet. “Luciferian, the great city of light, will continue to lead the Empire into glory and power! That is why we celebrate in Naphtali tonight; it is and forever will be the breadbasket of the Empire!"

      All present raised their glasses to the Emperor, drank, and applauded. Abydos then set his goblet down on the table before looking up, and the hall fell silent once more.

      “The Empire relies on Naphtali now more than it ever has before. Our might and the might of our gods reaches from corner to corner of the known world, but the time has come for more lofty ambitions. As we speak, the force of the Empire spreads itself to the farthest reaches of our world—The Scorched-Over Lands!”

      This time the Emperor’s words were not met with applause but instead a wave of gasps followed by a tide of whispers.

      “Has he gone mad?” the man sitting to Cadence’s right hissed to his companion. “Everyone knows The Scorched-Over Lands are home to the dark gods and their followers. Only a handful of outsiders ever to have set foot there have been heard from again.”

      “And those that have returned came back plagued by madness and disease,” the companion replied. “I’ve heard the people there eat their own children and that the gods there turn their followers into monstrous abominations unlike any that walk the earth or the world beneath it.”

      Cadence was by no means worldly, but even he’d heard horrific tales of what lay beyond the Empire’s borders to the east. The Scorched-Over Lands were rumoured to be worse than even the darkest pits of the Underworld. The people of Naphtali were so terrified by them that to even speak of The Scorched-Over Lands was considered bad luck.

      Abydos smiled as if he knew this was exactly the reaction his words were going to receive. He raised his hands and the hall fell silent once more.

      “I understand your hesitance,” said the Emperor. “But I assure you, the power of the Empire and the favour of the gods will protect you from invaders and barbarians as they have always done. The Scorched-Over Lands hold a vast amount of resources, and our armies are powerful enough to take them. Sew your crops and breed your animals; the Empire is counting on you now more than ever before. Victory and glory will be ours!”

      Slow and hesitant applause rang through the hall that eventually swelled, but it felt hollow.

      “What are we to do?” the man sitting next to Cadence asked his companion. “To disagree with the Emperor would surely bring a swift death.”

      Cadence felt all too familiar with the man’s sentiment, but the man Cadence could never disagree with was far closer to home than the Emperor.

      “Now,” Abydos said, raising his goblet once more, “I am told that special entertainment has been arranged to officially open the Harvest Festival.  A son of Lord Canaan is to perform a song for us.”

      Cadence begged his legs to lift him from his seat, but it was like begging a statue to come to life. His mouth tasted like he’d just swallowed dirt as a cold sweat broke out under his tunic. His gaze flew to where his father was seated next to the Emperor. It had only been a few moments, but already Cadence could see the rage building up behind his father’s eyes. His words from earlier that day echoed through Cadence’s head.

      Bring shame upon me tonight and I will end you with my bare hands.

      Whether it was by the grace of the gods or the fury of his father, Cadence’s legs finally became unstuck. He rose to his feet and made his way over to where the musicians stood waiting for him. His body felt less and less like his own with every step he took. His throat grew tight as if an invisible noose had been fastened around his neck.

      Cadence looked around the hall to find every eye locked upon him. The noose grew tighter. Just as he began to pray for the earth to open up so Obsidian’s Underworld may swallow him whole, his eyes fell upon the young prince. Arlo looked upon Cadence with a slight smile. It was warm and full of excited anticipation. His blue eyes glittered in the candlelight, and the invisible noose around Cadence’s neck dropped away. Cadence found he was able to breathe easily once more, and his muscles turned from stone back to flesh.

      As the music started up behind him, Cadence kept his focus on Arlo, allowing the rest of the hall to fade away. Using the prince’s bright blue eyes as an anchor to keep him tethered to the calm feeling, he took a deep breath, waited for the right note, and began to sing.

      

      Marlow lay by the willow tree dreaming of his bride to be.

      Upon one summer morning fair, she came to him with auburn hair.

      Call on me when the day is long.

      Call on me to be strong.

      Call on me when life isn’t fair.

      Call on me and your load I will bear.

      Though their love grew true and strong, for the world she was not long.

      The Fates had other plans for her, and from her sleep she would not stir.

      Call on me when the day is long.

      Call on me to be strong.

      Call on me when life isn’t fair.

      Call on me and your load I will bear.

      Marlow wept by the willow tree mourning all that would not be.

      In flames and smoke that rose up high, Odette was given to the sky.

      Remember lovers everywhere, Odette and her auburn hair.

      Short and long run the threads of Fate

      Confess your love before it’s too late.

      Call on me when the day is long.

      Call on me to be strong.

      Call on me when life isn’t fair.

      Call on me and I will be there.

      

      As the last note left Cadence’s lips, a terrifying and all too familiar sensation rippled through his body. It started as a chill and built to a shiver. His heart began to whisper and his vision was whisked away from the safe harbour of the prince’s eyes to a scene dark and terrible.
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      Everything that could burn was on fire. Screams filled the air like a plague of locusts ravaging a crop. It took a moment for Cadence to realise where he was, and when he did, he fell to his knees. Naphtali was under siege. From where he stood, as far as his eyes could see, the farming capital was burning. Great pillars of smoke bellowed up towards the cloudless sky from every home, field, barn, and stable. The smell of burning crops filled the air like a bitter poison while ash rained down on the land.

      The men, women, and children of Naphtali ran like terrified sheep as dark shadows chased them down and slayed them. The shadows moved so quickly there was no way they could be human.

      A woman fell at Cadence’s feet screaming, tears, mucus, and blood running down her swollen face. She had been badly beaten, and almost all her clothes had been torn from her body. She could not see Cadence, but even if she could have, something much more terrifying held all of her attention.

      One of the shadows had come to a full stop and loomed over the woman with its sword raised. The weapon was unlike any Cadence had ever seen before. The blade was pitch black, oily, and worked into a sickle-like formation.

      The creature wielding the sword may have been a man once but was now something not of the world of the living. Under the black rags and fractured armour he was dressed in, his skin was grey and lifeless. Cadence looked closer and saw the man’s eyes were two sticky, glistening pits. The demon growled at the screeching woman to reveal a blackened mouth filled with broken teeth filed to a spear’s edge. Open wounds in the creature’s flesh writhed with the squirming of maggots, beetles, and flies.

      The monster brought the sword down on the woman, cleaving her face in half and bringing her screams to an abrupt end.
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      Cadence’s vision was blurred once again as his mind’s eye floated away from the carnage. When his eyes were able to focus, he found himself looking up at the thatched ceiling of the Great Hall. The screaming in his hears had given way to soft murmurs and chatter all around him. His mother’s face was the first he recognised. She was on her knees next to him, his head rested in her lap.

      “Cadence!” she gasped. “Thank the gods you are alright!”

      Cadence turned his head away from his mother, his heart still racing from the horror he’d witnessed in his vision. He saw his father speaking with the Emperor and sat bolt upright, almost head-butting his mother.

      Dread, cold and unforgiving, locked his insides in an icy grip. Hot tears found their way into his eyes as his muscles stiffened in panic.

      “Gods,” he whispered through his throat as it grew tighter. “What have I done?”

      He jumped to his feet but was unsteady. For a moment he almost fell again but found his balance.

      “A bit too much excitement for the boy,” he heard Canaan chuckle nervously to the Emperor.

      Cadence didn’t wait to meet his father’s gaze. He ran. He ran from his mother’s calls. He ran past the guests down the length of the Great Hall. He ran into the oak doors, pushing them open with all the force he could muster. The crisp night air embraced him, cooling his skin as he sprinted down the steps onto the gravel pathway and into the darkness. He stopped only when he reached a short stone wall at the boundary of one of the courtyards. He leaned against the wall with the full weight of his body as he caught his breath through his tears.

      He wanted to scream at all the gods, for he did not know which one had cursed him. He wanted to rip his heart from his chest and squeeze it until it stopped beating. He wanted to tear at the flesh on his face until he struck the bone underneath with his fingernails.

      He tried to calm himself but his chest shuddered with every breath he took.

      The harvest moon was full and cast a bright light on the courtyard. He looked upon the rows of Cyprus trees, their branches too small and flexible to successfully hang himself from. There was a yew grove not far from him that would do nicely. He had but to fetch some rope from one of the barns.
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