
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Darkvoid Deathship

Jonathan Raab


Copyright © 2026 by Jonathan Raab All rights reserved.

Cover art by Lukasz Kowalczuk

Edited by Steve Grinstead

Muzzleland Press logo by Mat Fitzsimmons

Published by Muzzleland Press, Victor, NY

The publisher is not liable for prophetic visions of a doomed future as a result of darkvoid radiation exposure. Consult your local sorcerer before reading.

www.muzzlelandpress.com

This is a work of fiction.

The writing and artwork of Darkvoid Deathship is 100% human-made, created without the use of AI tools.

This work may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, without the express written permission of the publisher.

This title is also available in print.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1.

[image: ]




Living corpses shambled across sands glazed red by the blood of conscripts and fools. Amber waves of a hungry sea lapped at the shore, grasping for bodies untouched by necromantic miasma. The tide would have its tithe of souls.

Ser Áine Kard, knight sworn in service to a lord who led thousands to pointless death on Gorgon’s Head, lay buried among the human wreckage, her wounded body held together by her armor. Magical sigils—concentric circles, half-moons, and circuit-board-pattern lines— glowed blue against teal plates affixed to a black chain mesh bodysuit. The armor’s aether levels remained strong, as Áine had expended very little in the preceding battle. 

For half a day’s time, she lay unconscious among the bodies of her shattered infantry column and foes alike. The armor had spent its energies encouraging her fractured skull to reset itself and the blood pooling in her brain to return to the vessels in which it belonged.

Her helm had saved her life by absorbing pounding blows from a foe who towered over her. The red, transparent eye lenses had cracked under the concussive force of the giant’s warhammer. The holographic blue raven crest projected above her helmet had sputtered out with a coughing fit of sparks. Áine had dropped her sword and shield and fell to a knee as the world went dark around the edges. Her column had saved her by filling the giant’s body with holes, drawing its attention and hammer away. It was all black after that.

The armor could create conditions to heal, but it could not call her consciousness out of the darkvoid into which her soul tumbled. Whether she survived was not a matter of the armor’s magic, but of another kind entirely.

In pockets of internal illumination of death and dream:

Swirling red and purple lights and tendrils of stellar darkvoid energies emerging from the total blackness of space through an aperture in reality. A crack leading from one dream to another. A portal. Something drifting through. Metal and pulsing light, carried on waves of invisible radiation borne from the birth of the heavens. It emerges, one strut of metal and sparkling energy at a time, at a deliberate pace. Inevitable.

A flame fluttering on the edge of darkness, of smoke and nothingness. 

Burning candle smell. A holy chamber of stone and mirror, solemn and at peace. An altar: a helm, a statue. A candle, the flame reaching back to her, through time, through death. Through the darkvoid, which was of her and in her, and would be forevermore.

A choice made. A prayer formed. A flame rekindled.

Áine awoke with blood dripping down her face and the mournful cries of ghosts in her ears. She had survived her first battle. The levymen of her column had not. There was pain and there was relief. There was shame.

The light of sunset, reflected off the anxious sea, touched limbs and shattered shields, armor, and broken swords. Her helm had reformed the transparent red lenses, protecting her eyes from the sharp edges of weapon fragments, radiation, and the stinging sand and misting seawater. She reached for the light.

Her right arm was stuck. Trapped under the body of the giant. She shifted her right leg, her foot finding purchase on the shoulder of a corpse. With a grunt, she pushed. Her left leg had some freedom of movement and gained footing on the body of an armored warrior—whether hers or the enemy’s, she could not say. In death, all were united.

She pushed and repositioned, and the bodies around her shifted. Already they had begun to stiffen, while others released noxious expulsions of gas or fluids that splattered against her armor. Through grue and grume she climbed for the surface, one inch, one limb, one destroyed person at a time. Corpses shifted and a great weight pressed down upon her, threatening to halt her movement, to hold her in place and keep her as one of their own. She held off panic by trusting in her armor, which vastly multiplied her own considerable physical strength. Áine focused on the now, as if it were the only thing that was and would ever be. Her father had imparted that lesson when she embarked on her journey to become a soldier and knight in service to her lord. His face was smoke in her memory but the wisdom lingered.

A warrior moves through each moment with perfect focus, as if it were her last. She focuses on the task—cleaning her armor, sharpening her blade, pulling her boots on, bringing her sword down upon the enemy, taking a piss—with reverence and determination. Perhaps you cannot swing a sword properly or possess the stamina to hold your shield. But you can focus on the moment, this moment, in all of its immediacy and pain.

A teal, gore-soaked gauntlet emerged from the rat king of corpses, balled into a fist in triumph. Áine roared as she pulled herself up and through the final layer of bodies, emerging waist deep from the human wreckage. She ignored the burning in her arms and pulled herself the rest of the way out, completing this ritual of gruesome rebirth with an ignoble tumble to bloody sands below.

The light of the setting sun was fire along the rolling waves. Every advance and retreat of the tide drew more of the dead out to sea. Shields glistened in the sun and bobbed on the waves. All was amber and pink. The sky was cut with slashes of alien purple. The tide baptized her in seawater, cleansing the blood from the teal plates of her armor. She breathed, feeling relief, letting her body release the near-panic that had threatened to consume her when she was trapped with the dead. Everything hurt.

A sound other than her own labored breathing and the roll of the tide caught her attention. Footsteps. Unsteady, uneven. One step, two—a drag of a foot. Another. A groan.

The dead approached: faces ruined by fire and the slash of weapons or the crush of warhammers; limbs mangled by battle but held upward, toward her, grasping and covetous. Bloody slop and guts immodestly poured out of torsos opened by spear and sword. Padded armor or chainmail shirts smeared with blood or shredded by the eldritch fires of aether. The dead of war, bent to undeath, and coming for her. A dozen of them, more, soldiers bearing the raven insignia and protective runes of her lord’s house upon their breastplates and helmets. Others wore strange light armor and the now-familiar centipede banner of their enemy. Necromancy had united these factions in death with a hunger for living flesh.

Her pain forgotten in the presence of new threats, Áine pushed herself upright, spreading her armored legs apart in combat stance, balanced for maneuver. She balled her fists and felt incomplete.

My sword! 

The fear that her weapon was missing was greater than that inspired by the presence of the undead. It was a primal fear, drilled and beaten into every levyman, every squire, every knight.

I am my sword. 

A refrain from the training grounds in which she had lived, worked, and fought throughout her formative years. It was one of the first things they taught young aspirants entering knightly service as squires. She had recited it endlessly, even before possessing one of her own. It was the only prayer that mattered.

I am my sword.

The trainees’ mantra was elemental in its simplicity, and a reminder of her first priority, now that she was back on her feet. The undead did not run, but they made for her at a steady gait. She turned back to the corpse pile and pulled bodies out with the augmented strength of her armor. She skirted the edges of the mound, her gauntlets searching for steel as the sigils in their surface glowed iridescent. The armor’s glow confirmed the presence of malign magic.

She understood that she was otherwise alone on this battlefield, with no indication of victory or defeat for her side. Regardless, she would not allow herself to be caught and put to the chain or cage as a hostage or worse. No, if the enemy had prevailed, she would refuse to be a bargaining chip, as officers often were. Her rank was too lowly to be of real value, but her armor was sacred and powerful. They would peel it from her, plate by plate, piece by piece, and the flesh beneath would be made to suffer and labor for the enemy’s pleasure or industry.

“I will die as a warrior,” she said, meaning only to think it. But the words came out anyway, as they often did when her choler was up.

Now, the corpse mound bore better fruit. She pulled out and tossed aside short swords of mass-produced quality, and spears broken or too lightweight. She was considering a poleaxe when the glimmer of familiar, malign metal caught her eye. The giant’s warhammer.

Its massive slab of a head was as a rock in the sediment of the dead. She reached in, mindful that the blood spattered across the head and handle was that of the levymen who had died defending her in the opening moments of the melee. She found a solid handhold on the handle and pulled with a shout. The dead released their claim. Freeing the hammer from the mound, she held it aloft, then let its weight fall against her right pauldron. It was as tall as she was, and perhaps just as heavy, but she was strong and her armor made her stronger. She raised the warhammer with a cry and turned to face the approaching horde.

They were upon her. Their hands, bent into claws, raked at her armor. Fingernails chipped and broke; mouths split open and teeth cracked against her armored limbs. Áine fell back into the corpse pile. She used the long handle of the hammer as a crossbar, shoving her foes away. More came forward, stumbling into and past their brethren, mindful only of her, of her desirable flesh, reaching, grasping.

With a flourish of strength, she raised the hammer high, then brought it down on a slouching half-creature who was all torn flesh and jagged, red-slick bone. The hammer struck squarely on its head, splitting its skull apart like a melon. The others hissed and groaned through lipless mouths and advanced with awkward stumbles, undeterred. Áine raised the hammer to her shoulder, shouting with effort, arms burning in protest, and swung again. Her blow was clumsy but the hammer and her power armor did their mean work, knocking a pointed metal helmet off one of the living corpses and collapsing its face like a pumpkin gone to rot. An explosion of blood and grey-blue brains was her reward.

Áine brought the hammer’s bulky slab back up to chest level. She bent her knees and leaned forward, then charged at full strength. She smashed through a levyman’s thin metal chest piece to crush ribs and burst the organs guarded within. Pink liquid sloshed from the fresh cavity and the creature tumbled back into the arms of its comrades. They let it fall to the sand and advanced again, ignoring its wheezing protests and marching through the trail of gore it had left behind.

With each exertion, the pain grew behind Áine’s eyes. Her arms, even assisted by the magic and mechanisms of her armor, were already fatigued from the few swings she had managed. She tried to lift the giant’s weapon again, straining and releasing a cry of frustration, before letting it fall to the sand between her and the approaching revenants. Eyeless faces, shredded flesh, clawing corpse-hands, and short swords caked in the blood of conscripts came forward. The procession of nightmares approached.

Áine scrambled backward, finding the mound of stiffening corpses suitable for climbing. The dead supported her weight. Her breathing was loud and it pounded in her helmet’s enclosure, but the rushing of the waves was louder and constant. Time was against her.

The poleaxe graciously remained where she had first seen it, lying across the bodies of two women in the inexpensive footpad armor of the centipede lord’s forces. Their faces, pale and beautiful in death, were spattered with dried mud and crimson slashes set in deep chasms of ruined flesh. Their faces were Áine’s.

The poleaxe was fashioned in stout wood braced by steel and inscribed with the runes of the blacksmith who had bound metal to wood and magic to arm. Áine intended to honor their work, and it did not much matter for which lord’s army the weapon had been crafted, for all weapons are blind to their allegiance, but eager to their purpose.

In her gauntlets it felt as nothing compared to the giant’s hammer, which was now buried under sand beneath the feet of the eager horde clambering up the mound after her. She spun the poleaxe blade outward in a wide arc, slicing the skull caps off two revenants. The blacksmith’s work was true after all. The dead paused, as if confused by a command issued by their line sergeant, and reached flaying fingers to probe the exposed reaches of their brains.

Áine drew upon her training with spear and pole among the fresh-cut grass and cool clay of the fighting grounds and swung again, letting the blade’s sharp edge clear her foes from reach. The momentum of her swing carried the blade through pliable grey flesh and brittle bone. Heads tumbled and blood erupted in orgasmic geysers, spraying crimson across the advancing tide of water and dead alike. Decapitated corpses fell into a growing pile. She let the adrenaline and elation of violence bring a crazed smile to the face hidden behind her menacing helm. What honor she had failed to achieve in the battle proper, she might be able to recover, here.

The runes on her armor glowed hot and bright. She brought the poleaxe back for a swing at three undead levymen, who were mere steps away from the mound. Her attack was interrupted by grasping, grey hands finding her pointed metal boots. The very platform that had given her an advantage now conspired against her.

Desperate, low moans of the recently resurrected drowned out the roar of the hungry sea. The poleaxe fell from her grip and disappeared in a tangle of limbs and grey hands. Her right leg was held in place. She howled in fury and pulled free, then crouched and leapt forward, hoping her armor’s strength amplification would get her airborne and free.

The armor did not fail. She landed on her chest, her head thudding into the impacted sand and sending up spikes of pain behind her eyes. Movement in the periphery signaled danger. She scrambled onto her back and into shallow water, the waves crashing against her shoulders. 

The corpse mound writhed and stood up. 

Bodies clasped together in amalgam-limbs of arms, legs, and feral visages of gnashing teeth and rending fingers. The flesh golem’s emerging physiognomy defied comprehension as its dimensions assumed the contours of a humanoid giant, with feet made up of arms and hands for toes, legs of blood-soaked bodies bound together, a torso of split-open ribcages in stacked columns, and shoulders, arms, and hands of grotesque configurations of despoiled flesh. Its head was coils of entrails, stretches of leg musculature, and tiers of skulls impossibly assembled into the vague impression of a slack-jawed face. Sharp, broken bones were teeth, suddenly arrayed for mastication. There were recesses of flesh and shadows for eyes.

The mountain of the dead walked. It reached for her.

Áine rose to her feet, ignoring the pain that rippled across her skull and neck. Water lapped against her armored feet and ankles in gentle reminder of its patience. She considered turning toward the sea and trying to swim away, hoping the creature would fail to find buoyancy among the waves. Instead, she charged the giant corpse-golem, falling head first into a roll past its malformed left foot as it clumsily swung its arms toward her like twin battering rams. Áine allowed the momentum of her roll to carry her forward into a stand and then into a run. The creature made no sound other than those heavy footfalls on sand and the creaking and cracking of bones twisted into unnatural configurations. It followed in pursuit.

She had no plan other than immediate survival. While her armor was strong, she did not want to test its limits against the blows or grasp of the golem. As the creature closed the distance between them, the heat of panic threatened to set in.

I am my sword.

The trainee’s prayer. The knight’s assurance to herself.

And then, another voice. The words of her father, and later of the yardmaster who set her to training all those many years ago, on the verge of womanhood and the life of a soldier. Words she had never spoken herself, because she did not understand them. Not yet.

A sword is a burden.

The creature reached for her, missing its grab but knocking her forward. Áine’s wind fled her lungs and she tumbled side over side until she was lying on her back, the corpse-giant above her, its head canted like a confused dog. It hesitated in its reach, its clumsy aggregate body and simple magic-logic mind giving Áine the time she needed to shove herself out of the way.

The flesh golem swung its grasping arms toward her in clumsy, mechanical fashion, anticipating another retreat. Instead, she clambered closer, grabbed its leg, and shuffled herself around to its backside. She held on tight as the creature struggled to angle its blundering limbs back toward its own misshapen legs. The horror was not designed by a mind but was borne of the opportunism of sorcery and plentiful dead, and thus greatly imperfect for all its strength. Dead hands slapped and grasped at Áine. A smashed face pressed against her boxy chest plate from within the folds of the leg-thing, teeth gnawing at magic-infused metal. Áine leveraged her armor’s power and punched straight into the golem’s back thigh, slamming through overstretched human meat and misaligned bone substructure. Her gauntlet found metal and she seized it, holding on for her life as the creature shuddered in pain and fury. It lifted its leg and stomped down twice, rattling her teeth and triggering new waves of pain inside her skull. But her grip was true, and the effort had shaken the object loose from its hiding place embedded in human ruin.

Both creature and knight roared as the sword came free. Áine stumbled back and, with her hands on the hilt, easily kept her balance with the familiar weight and heft of a power sword in her grip.

It was a greatsword, meant for a two-handed grip, with a wide blade with a diagonal tip leading down to a straight, sharp front edge of impeccable quality. Its back side was flat, meant for parrying attacks that might otherwise chip the sharp front edge. Thin channels of crystal ran the length along either side of the oily black blade, marking the signature ley lines of a power sword crafted by a master blacksmith. The hand guard ran crosswise over the hilt, which was long and heavy, designed for a two-handed stance. Held in her armored hands, the sword sprang to life, those crystalline rows running hot with glowing blue aetheric energy transmitted from reserves within her armor. The plate and helm likewise assumed a soothing glow.

This was not her sword—it belonged to some other poor knight, their meat now serving as muscle for the monstrous form that bore down on her—but holding it felt right. It felt like home.
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The blade’s pulsing energy and weight led Áine into a familiar combat stance: legs wide for balance, shoulders and head upright, the wide sword standing upward at her right shoulder, elbows tight.

The flesh golem’s mangled corpse-leg sprayed blood and black ichor. It turned clumsily, favoring its wounded limb. Áine charged and swung the unfamiliar sword, testing its weight and power by bringing it down and across her body in an all-or-nothing attack. The weapon and her armor hummed energy in harmony. Blue aether light trailed the path of the strike. Twisted flesh burst into wilting flowers of ash along the blade’s course.

The golem could not scream, and whatever pain it felt was dull, but it staggered all the same. Its trunk of a left arm pushed against the sand to try to keep its grotesque bulk upright as it collapsed on its wounded leg. Áine was a dancer, spinning off the momentum of her first strike to bring the hunk of dark metal back up again for seconds. Targeting its other leg of amalgamized bone and flesh, her attack cleaved off the tops of a bundle of skulls serving as collective kneecap, releasing a rush of grey-pink matter. Dark aether bled into the air, turning blood into mist. The runes on her armor glowed a soothing blue. 

The golem swung its free arm clumsily in defense, swatting Áine just as her sword finished its second bloody strike. The blow knocked her down onto her side. Black void fluttered around the periphery of her vision. The pain in her head and body sloughed off with a merciful dose of aether released by her armor directly into her bloodstream. Then she was back on her feet, sword held aloft, light as a feather with the magical energy that arced through her circulatory and nervous systems. The golem charged, its ruined legs permitting one final assault. 

The aether gave Áine clarity. She let the sword drift downward, tip pointing out. There was no escape, but perhaps she could split the creature open before it ended her. 

If she were to die—or die again—she would die as a knight, on her feet.

The tide rolled in, eager for her.

She was denied her hero’s death by a spray of purple lightning, jagged and searing across the red and pink sky. The air was ozone and sharp and the boom that followed knocked her back a dozen feet, her armored feet dragging straight lines through the wet sand before she tumbled backwards into the water. The great golem, its charge interrupted and frozen in place, heaved as if struggling to catch its breath. Charred shoulder and face sloughed off in smoking piles of ruined flesh, diminishing the creature, forcing it to spend its energy to reform a new arm, a new upper torso, a new face from its inner reserves of flesh.

A second blast of spiderweb purple light followed the first, halting the creature’s efforts to recover, sending up a spray of gore and effluvium greater than the first.

Áine, emboldened by the euphoric effects of the aether and this unexpected boon, saw her chance. She stood upright, then charged, letting her momentum and armor power her into a leap, the sword held high overhead, the humming between the weapon and her plate a soothing song. The blade split the creature’s assembled corpse-head into two distinct, blood-erupting halves. The sword sliced into neck and upper torso next, and Áine landed with her feet pressing against the creature’s shuddering chest. She could not dislodge the power sword, but she angled its blade down, and pushed, pushed with all the strength she could summon. The golem fell to its knees, or what passed for them, and its clumsy hands reached and found her, but fell limp as its carcass shuddered into stillness. Whatever vile spirit once animated it fled out into the sea.

The power sword came loose and Áine fell backwards into the sand as the abomination collapsed before her. The waves rolled up to wash away the bloody grit and grime spattered across her armor. The roar of the sea drowned out her heartbeat. It drowned out her aether-sharpened thoughts. It drowned out the soft footsteps in the wet sand as a dark figure approached, waves of post-aether release radiating off his shoulders and arms, distorting the air—time and space—around them both.

He said something, his words coming to her from within the folds of a dark hood. Áine supposed she said something back, or meant to, but the void overtook her once more.
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The weary knight found herself propped up against hexagonal stones stacked together in errant grass overlooking the beach. The distant sun had diminished over the watery horizon, radiating pink and purple light in darkening splendor. Dried blood and salt were on her lips, and the air was cool and pleasant, kissing away the sweat in her close-cropped blond hair.

The dark figure sat opposite her, hunched over and working a driftwood branch in a young fire. The fresh smoke and the pop of burning wood were old friends, soothing and familiar. His face was in shadow, but eyes reflected the licks of flame and cinder.

She made no sudden movement. She half-lidded her eyes, then moved her hands around herself, slowly, exploring. Her left gauntlet clinked softly against her helm. Her right found nothing but grass and dirt. Her eyes, however, found her sword—she was already thinking of it as hers—in the near distance behind the man in the cloak. It stood tall, handle up, blade down in the earth, like a grave marker for a fallen warrior. A sudden rise into a run, a burst of adrenaline, and she could have it in seconds.

“Have you passed through the doorway of death?”

Áine kept still. Her body was awash in the nervous vigor of the moments before a sudden, violent action. The man pushed the driftwood stick across the fire. A burst of ash and cinder heralded rising flame.

“Has death or injury robbed of you the ability to speak? You may nod if so. I can see you quite clearly in this dusky splendor.” As if reading her thoughts, the man turned back to the sword posted behind him. “I moved it because it made me nervous.” He paused, considering that this might not be enough. “It had traces of necromantic energy about it. I thought it best you both had a little time to let your choler settle. After the killing.”

“A sword doesn’t have humours.”

The man turned back to her. His reflective eyes opened wide and red. Inhuman.

“You wear a knight’s armor and yet you believe otherwise? You must be younger than you look.”

Áine pushed herself up to stand. A wave of dizziness and a cloud of dark passed over her vision, but then her balance was sure. She walked a cautious, respectful arc around the man and reached her sword. A low hum surrounded the weapon, growing steadily as she reached for its handle, and then falling silent as her gauntlet closed around it. The weapon pulled easily from the earth. She wiped away the dirt from its edge and its point. Bloodstains were more persistent.

“You did not answer my question.”

He was standing, back to the fire, framed by the growing flames he had tended so carefully. The wind lifted sparks and embers up, spiraling them into a question mark.

Áine gripped the sword with both hands, then lifted it over her shoulder. The aetheric energies at the center of her back alighted, generating magnetic force to hold the sword in invisible scabbard. It clicked into place. Her armor compensated for the weight, distributing it evenly across her shoulders. She held up her hands in a show of peace.

“Was it a riddle?” she asked. “If I were dead, I would not be speaking with you.”

For a moment, the man said nothing. Her neck hairs stood up in the cool of the salty breeze. The sun dipped lower, and the man’s eyes shined crimson. Blue sparks passed between the tips of the fingers of his left hand.

Are you not filled with questions after facing horrors on the sand?

A voice. His voice, not coming from him or muffled by the wind, but coming from close by. From all around her. Within the privacy of her own mind.

“Survival comes first. Questions can come later.” Áine lowered her gauntlets and turned away from the man who had become a shadow. She would show no fear to whatever this creature was. She had faced battle and impossible horrors since arriving on Gorgon’s Head. This one would not frighten her so easily with tricks of shadow and sound. 

She nodded toward the beach, to the south, where the armor of fallen soldiers glimmered in the sunset.

“Where are the armies? The victors, or the defeated? Who won?”

“We are all that remains,” the man said. Shadows coalesced around him. “Nobody ‘won.’ Save for the hungry dead, as you saw, and the crabs and gulls. It seems you have some boon to remain among the living when so many others have passed into the darkvoid.”

“Just luck. And the bravery of my column. They bought my life with theirs.”

“They must have been quite loyal to their lieutenant.”

“I barely knew them. But they fought for me all the same.”

The man nodded.

“A concentration of necromantic energies is responsible for the revenants, who made short work of us,” he said. He took a careful step over a log set near the fire and joined her to look upon the battlefield. He smelled of the fire—no, of something deeper. Ancient ash. Brimstone, even. He did not seem a danger to her—few men would be, especially when she wore her plate—but something about him, within, put her on edge. Strange that she had not gotten a good look at his face yet.

“What does that mean?”

“Sorcery. Our side or theirs. A desperate conjuring to turn the tide of the battle. Raise the enemy’s fallen—and our own—to fight once more.”

Áine raised a light eyebrow. “Our lord would never resort to war crime.”

“Our lord resorted to a great many things in this vainglorious campaign.”

“Careful,” Áine said. “Your tongue strays toward mutiny.”

“One cannot mutiny against a dead man. At least, assuming our lord has stayed dead.”

“How are you so sure we were on the same side, you and I?”

“Your armor is of our smithy’s manufacture,” he said. “Of the sword’s provenance, I am uncertain, but I assume you found that in the chaos of the battle. Your plate—yes, you are one of my lord’s knights.”

“And you? How did you serve my lord?”

“Our lord.” A pointed correction. “I was of his college.”

“A wizard.”

“I prefer ‘scholar,’” he said, a weary refrain. “But sorcerer is also accurate. ‘Wizard’ is something of a low insult, implying a hostility and degeneracy that learned men and women have come to resent.”

Áine turned to get a good look at her companion for the first time. The man’s waxen face showed no sign of emotion, no scars, hardly any wrinkles around the eyes or mouth, for that matter. Young, or affecting youth. His robe was dark, but upon closer inspection it was simply a deep purple, interwoven with threads darker still, punctuated by teal trim at the wrists, waist, and hems. That green-blue bright color was the underside cloth, providing a false illumination in contrast to the purple. He wore a leather belt adorned with pouches for field work. Glass bottles of neon-bright liquid sloshed about silently as he moved. Strange stones sparkled from the faces of objects she could neither recognize nor guess at.

He sensed her eyes on him and shifted his face away from hers, ever so slightly.

“Why won’t you look at me?”

“You are a knight, and therefore a noble, and above this one’s station. It is impolite.”

“Your words care not for station. Look at me, wizard.”

“Sorcerer.”

Áine grabbed his chin and pulled his face back to hers. He grimaced in discomfort. His red eyes went colorless in the light of sunset, as if drained of a glamour. They were odd, weren’t they, in how they seemed to vibrate to some unheard frequency, almost as if the pupils were attempting to split apart?

Áine felt revulsion. She pulled the sorcerer’s hood off, and some of his strawlike hair fell away with it. He was balding, as if from an irradiation sickness. The waxy skin was stretched too taut over his forehead, where twin points pressed up from the front of his skull plate.

“What is this? What are you?”

He stepped away, swiftly pulling his hood back up.

“What am I becoming, you mean,” he said. 

Áine’s eyes grew wide. “You’re sprouting horns.”

Face safely within his hood once more, the man’s confidence returned. His robes flowed like shadow.

“Yes. Among other things.”

Something stirred within his robes, where only his belly should be.

Áine stepped back and reached over her shoulder for her sword’s grip.

“I assure you, I am no threat to you, ser knight. I saved you from that abomination that we might work together, and perhaps find our way off this wretched moon.”

“What is happening to you? Can it happen to me?”

“Not unless you are a journeyman in the darkvoid arts,” he said. “My transformation is my own doing. A price I am paying. The benefit will outweigh the costs. A benefit for you, as I suspect you may come to rely upon my abilities as I will soon rely upon yours.”

Áine considered this. She surveyed the beach. The dead wandered about in the distance. The tide rolled ominously.

“Sorcerers use aether,” Áine said. “One cannot wield the darkvoid, without...”

“Without being twisted by it, mutated,” the sorcerer said. “It was aether that we used in battle, but it was darkvoid energy that kept me alive when the others fell. It was darkvoid and aether both that felled that great slouching beast and saved your life.”

“You are a heretic, and have involved me in your heresy,” Áine said. “You should have let me die.”

“Those words—heretic, heresy—are most often spoken by madmen and killers. I pray that you are not the former, and if you be the latter, that you use your talents for our survival. Now, we should not linger. When have you last eaten? We should find what supplies we might. Two armies wasting themselves against one another—there is bound to be food, water, weaponry, agents for aetheric practice.”

“Survivors,” Áine said.

“You are the only other I have seen thus far. Besides those who have...returned.”

“I was struck down in battle,” Áine said, finding that her words lacked shame. “How did you survive?”

“The dead broke our circle, but not before we could incinerate the lot of them. We scattered and helped the battle as we could. Eventually, with our soldiery diminished and the dead rising, I hid, reverting to casting darkvoid spells to fell the enemy en masse. There was no sense in hiding my knowledge of the art, as all of my comrades fell, and the enemy burned faster and brighter in the lightning than the aether flame. Does my heresy, used to survive, shame you, ser knight?”

“It doesn’t matter. The battle is over. If it is as you say and our lord is dead, the war is over, too. All there is now is to find others, to regroup. Perhaps we can signal the fleet and call for retrieval.”

“I do not believe the fleet remains in orbit.”

“I am not interested in your beliefs, sorcerer. I am interested in surviving. You saved me from that fiend, so you have bought my thanks, at least while your tattered humanity remains, before it is shed completely. So let us find supplies, or survivors, while we yet live.”

Áine retrieved her helmet, then kicked dirt over the fire. She walked off—south, she reckoned, keeping the beach to her left. The sun was almost gone. 

“Can your magic make a light?”

“It may attract the revenants.”

“Let us do without for now, then.” The sorcerer followed at a respectful distance, perhaps wary of his new companion, or merely allowing her armored form to take the lead.

“What is your name, sorcerer?”

“Grimlar,” he said. “Soon to be the Goat-Headed.”

“Gods save me,” Áine spat.
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The dark allowed them to move along the edge of the beach quickly with little chance of being seen by hostile eyes. They encountered a handful of the living dead, who shambled aimlessly in their ruined armor and tattered uniforms, some clinging to their weapons, others missing arms and armaments both. But the majority of the dead kept still. Thousands of bodies arrayed in rest, ruined by sword or ignoble burn of sorcerous weapons and caustic spells. The smell challenged the natural rot-stench of the sea. 

Grimlar muttered to himself about a “concentration of energies.” He often consulted a handful of crystals—scattering them on the ground, leaning over to discern their pattern and brightness, then scooping them back up before indicating a slight correction in course. In the growing darkness, it would have been foolish to loot the bodies for supplies—one might animate suddenly while being stripped of its worldly possessions—so they made for what they hoped was the rear of the dead’s lines, where an encampment might be found.

Áine knew that her battalion had more than enough food, fresh water, and materiel for an extended campaign on Gorgon’s Head. In the weeks leading up to their departure for the moon in the Outremer, she had spent many sleepless nights and long days procuring and organizing the supplies. She had even led sorties into the countryside around their muster camp to draw final tithes of horses, straw, and foodstuffs from the poor people who had the privilege of living so close to the noble crusaders. There was talk that some had taken much more than necessary, and laughter around the fires for those foolish enough to beg or fight back against theft, rape, or worse. Áine had told her sergeants that she would have none of that in her section, under penalty of death. She heard no more of it when she walked among the levymen’s fires.

In the early hours of the night, they crested a low hill overlooking the bloody beach and found a ring of tents below. As they descended, Grimlar risked a light. A small stone levitated from the palm of his outstretched hand. It emitted a pulsing, steady blue glow, just enough to splash illumination for several meters in each direction, but not so bright as a torch. The tents likely belonged to some minor lord, as neither Áine nor Grimlar recognized their stooping banners, which flapped weakly in the breeze that blew in from the water.

“Ships,” Áine said, pointing at looming shadows just off shore beyond the tents.

“Boats,” Grimlar corrected. “Landing craft for infantry and cavalry. Perhaps the very ones we made moonfall within. Let us find food and water before we try for them.”

Stacks of crates among the tents sat unopened, and the ash piles in the firepits were still warm. Áine drew her sword and carried it pressed against her shoulder. Grimlar seemed unbothered by the possibility of encounter, fearlessly entering tent after tent, emerging once with a pair of canvas infantry packs, from another with cylinders of water, and once with bags full of dried meat and pack bread. Áine, for her trouble, found metal pieces to machinery that she did not recognize, racks of cheap wooden shields and light spears, and plastic-wrapped bedrolls. The bedrolls had been spilling out of an opened crate, but had been shielded from wet and were serviceable. She grabbed two.
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