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Chapter One ~ After the End
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Dinah looked upon the wretches who would feed her army. Whatever had become of gleaming nobles and men with flesh to hold between her teeth? These were skeletons, better meant for the ranks of the God-fed. 

Ash rained from the sky, obscuring the twisted silhouettes of buildings and slowly burying the multitude that filled the rubble-strewn square before her. Men with scars and missing limbs still clutched the rusted remains of their rifles. Women and children stared with empty eyes set in faces hollow from hunger. They had fought beyond reason, beyond endurance. Now there was nothing left. Husks. What sort of offering was this for her Lord? 

“He comes!”

“He comes!” the black-winged angels cried as they perched on the broken machine that had been the last defense of the newly conquered city.

Heads bowed around her in a rustle of cloth and scrape of metal. Dinah fought as long as she could, until the tendons in her neck were taut enough to thrum and droplets of sweat beaded on her lip. In the end, even she, Bringer of All, looked down at the dirt and the savaged captives she must call a meal. 

She fell to her knees as the Presence washed over her, a shadow across the sun and the sun itself. The Last God was with them.

Dinah felt him beside her, a glimpse of creaking leather, or was it ancient skin? She had never set eyes on her Lord, but she felt His power every moment of her life. It ran through her veins, made her beautiful, immortal, and it bent her will to His.

“He has come,” she heard herself intone with the masses. “The Last God has come.”

A breeze and brush of feather against her cheek as the angels flexed their wings in rejoicing.

“Hear me.” The god’s words reverberated through her bones. “To all who called this world theirs, know it is mine, as you are all mine.”

“Always, Lord,” Dinah echoed the rest. 

She felt a putrid familiarity with the captives at that moment. She and they were the same. Nothing. 

Then she saw a small face, wide-eyed and curious. A jolt disturbed Dinah’s holy restraint. Her docile emotions, calmed by the god’s presence, were rippled by a stone, a tiny pebble, a child in the crowd.

The boy sees him. 

Was she dreaming? She had not slept for millennia. Was she mad, finally, after all these years? 

She would never have noticed the child if her neck weren’t fixed downward, might have spent all eternity as she was now, trapped. No. Everything changed as she met his innocent gaze and felt a fragment of her mind free to think, free to feel ... hatred. 

A face was reflected next to hers in the boy’s pupils. Its features were obscured by the glow of captured suns burning within its eye sockets. The face of her god. She was seeing it for the first time—and she was not dead.

***
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RALEN GREW ANGRY AS he looked into the man’s golden eyes. The light in them was warm and whispered of home, making him think of sweet scents filling the air and of arms holding him, his mother’s arms. His mother never held him like that. All lies. The ache in his chest pushed the untruthful thoughts away. 

“The Last God has come,” the crowd said reverently. They were on their knees now, all but Ralen, mud and fresh blood soaking into their clothes. 

God has come for me. He shivered, still dripping with water from the river. He had tried to run, to take a boat, but its motor had rusted solid in the latest attack. Magic, miracles. Whatever it was, no one stood a chance against the invaders. 

An acid taste coated his tongue. His neck stung where the Grey Men’s claws had dug in when they pulled him from his hiding place in the shriveled grass beside the poisoned water.

“You are all mine,” God said. His face was twisted, the corners of His mouth turned down, and His voice held no joy. 

Ralen had nothing, but even he was not so empty. He looked away from the glowing eyes, preferring the glow of the fires chewing at the edges of the city. Ash caught on his eyelashes in thick clumps. He blinked, and the flakes fell away. He was the only one not staring at the ground. The lady and the bird men noticed. The bird men were like no angels he had ever imagined.

“Despair,” the bird men said, as their black eyes studied him. “Our Lord God departs. Weep and pray for his return!” 

As soon as their high voices quieted, God vanished. Ralen saw it happen, saw the light beneath crystal skin grow bright, blinding. When it faded, the brief, deceitful happiness bestowed by those golden eyes was gone, and he did despair. 

“Mommy.” Ralen gasped the word. He searched for his mother’s yellow hair and saw it everywhere, but none of the women were her. She was dead. He had waited for her to push the fallen bricks aside and come out of the house, but she never did. And now God had come to punish him, just as Mother always said He would.

People stood up around him. He hugged a woman’s bare legs, not minding the sharp feel of stubble against palms as his tears soaked into her ragged dress. He was nine: too old to cry, Mother had said, and too old to believe in monsters, but the monsters were real. 

The woman’s hand shook as she patted his head. “I want my mommy too.” He clutched her tighter, but she pried loose his fingers and pulled away.

“The End has come,” a wrinkled old man with an overripe strawberry of a nose whispered, as though it were a secret. “The End.” The man’s clownish cheeks were caked with white ash except for two thin lines where tears had washed away the grime, as he stared at the broken fountain in the middle of the square. Its water boiled, cooked goldfish bobbing on the surface. 

The old man was wrong. Nothing ended, especially not suffering. Today was only the start. 

Grey Men descended into the crowd, picking people at random and dragging them up the broken steps to where the lady waited. Calm and sure, ash swirling around her, nothing touched her skin or stained her red gown. Not even the cries of people torn away from their families and chained in rows disturbed her. She understood this new world, Ralen knew. She was the way. 

The lady stared at him as she had throughout God’s speech. Her gaze did not stray as she whispered to one of the Grey Men, and the creature went back into the crowd to fetch more people. Ralen was one of them. 

He did not fight this time. He looked at the monster’s hand on his arm and saw that it wasn’t grey: there were rainbows in the scales. Each thick claw was longer than his longest finger, the tips colored silver. The monster fastened a heavy shackle around his wrist. The loop was too large, and it would be easy to escape, but he didn’t try. They ate anyone who ran. 

Thunder rumbled through the warm air. He looked to the black sky and saw a thread of lightning fork cloud to cloud. When he looked down, he saw them choose her—one child among hundreds, a girl with hair like his mother’s. 

She didn’t wait to be shackled but hid among the legs of the adults. The monsters let her be. 

“Hello,” Ralen said.

The girl’s lip trembled. “Hello.”

He slipped out of the manacle and crouched beside her. It felt safer with tall legs all around, like a forest of trees where the monsters couldn’t find them. 

“The Bringer of All descends.” Only one bird man spoke this time. The other swooped across the massive square and alighted on a pile of charred metal and broken glass. Ralen felt him watching.

The lady glided into the crowd like a mist, bare feet hovering just above the ground. There were thousands of people crushed together between ruined buildings, but they somehow found space for her to pass. When she was in the center of them, a hush fell. 

Dark hair and pale skin, eyes unnaturally green and bright, the lady was as perfect and unreal as a picture from a magazine when she smiled. “Join with me.” 

She held out her arms, and a murmur began, close to her at first and then spreading to the outer edges of the crowd. The murmur turned to hisses and screams. One by one people fell, shriveled and blackened like burnt wood. Waves of death poured from the lady until she was surrounded by a sea of dried skin and polished bone. 

When everyone in the city was dead—everyone except for the invaders and their captives, including Ralen and the yellow-haired girl hiding among the legs of the other prisoners—the lady took a deep breath, loud enough for him to hear in the silence. 

She turned and smiled at him. “Let us go home.”

***
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DINAH WAS NOT THE ONLY one to notice the boy’s unbowed head. Ashkal and Amseel saw all, knew all, spoke all. Angels, messengers, trophies, even they had not seen their Lord’s face until it was reflected in a child’s eyes. 

Ashkal stayed behind and watched as the boy was herded into the Lady’s wagon with the survivors and then trundled towards the Portal. The child would be taken to another world, one conquered long ago, while the Last God’s armies finished destroying this one. 

Interesting, Ashkal whispered into his twin’s mind. 

Should we snatch the boy up and offer him to our Lord? Amseel asked.

It is our duty, Ashkal thought, except...

What?

When has our Lord ever needed our protection? When has anyone ever resisted?

Never.

So, this cannot be. We do not see what we see, thus there is no need—

—to do anything. We do not see?

No. The Watchers are blind.

Amseel stretched a wing, eager to depart. The boy will be eaten anyway.

Perhaps. We do not guide Fate. We only see.

But not the boy?

Never. Except, we must continue not to see him as long as possible. We must learn what becomes of this, Ashkal insisted.

Dinah noticed the child.

I know. This is what we must watch, my brother.
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Chapter Two ~ Darkness
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The Last God took form again in His private chamber. His citadel was carved from the iron heart of a meteorite, a dead world crashed into the plain of this one to scour it of life. He stroked the twisted white Tree in the center of the craterous room. The thing continued to cling to existence. The meteor had not worked as well as He had hoped. 

A multitude of windows surrounded the Tree. Some were set in the metal walls, some rested on the sandy earth, while others floated, unsuspended. Each looked upon a different scene—winter, summer, flood or fire—and His soldiers marched across every land He beheld. 

It was not enough. 

He studied each scene, feeling the itch of something forgotten, something overlooked.

He did not realize He was alone until the angels emerged from a pane, from the world He had turned to volcano and ash, and He was alone no more. Alone. What an imprecise term. The presence or absence of the angels made no difference to His state of being.

“What did you see?” He commanded them to answer. Every breath, every syllable was a command. His creatures had no choice but to obey. 

Ashkal and Amseel shared a glance and then said as one, “Nothing, Our Lord. We saw nothing. No Daemon, Shadow or minor god.”

“There are no other gods.” 

“Forgive us, Lord. We are flawed, foolish. We meant there was nothing but a curious child and a crowd humbled before your glory.”

“How disappointing.” All the gods were gone, torn apart by His hands, and He missed the feel of greater beings, missed how their power shredded and was so easily subsumed to His. Nothing since had provided so much pleasure.

“What did my Bringer do?”

“Dinah fed greatly. She was severely weakened by the battle,” Ashkal said.

“She failed me.” 

“The weapons of that world were surprising.”

“Do not defend her.” He wanted so much from her, yet she continued to disappoint. 

“Yes, Lord. Your Presence was a gift undeserved.”

“It is time to choose another Bringer. Past time. Send Adarmis into the field. Let it be known that I will watch and judge ... and that Dinah is in disgrace.”

“That should please him, Lord.”

“All that matters is my pleasure.”

“Yes, Lord.”

The angels departed, silent and invisible to all but Him, and He returned to studying the windows. He knew what was wrong. There were more worlds beyond His sight, beyond His Presence. He felt them: tiny sparks of power yet to be claimed. Time to build another Portal.

The Last God closed His eyes and gazed upon the Void.

***
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RALEN WAS IN CRAMPED darkness, the air still and thick and filled with inhuman whispers. Cloth rustled as the others twitched in fear. They were all damned, he knew, so they had best get used to fear. To pain. He went to stir patterns in the dirt as he often did whenever he was waiting for something, but there was no dirt on the cave floor. Instead, his fingers walked across cold stone and found the soft hand of the girl beside him. She laced her fingers through his, and he didn’t feel like Ralen anymore. Together, they were something more, something that wasn’t afraid of the dark.

The whispers drew closer. Hungry. 

“It’s touch-ing me,” a man said, his words clipped and horror-stricken. 

The man screamed, and people tore in different directions, the chains joining them rattling like some uncoiling snake until they were pulled up short. Ralen, long free of the shackles, stayed where he was and held tight to the girl. She shivered and put hands over her ears to block out the sounds of crunching bone and the shrieks of the dying man. Ralen wished he could cover his ears too, but he needed to still her shivers. The girl trembled so violently he thought she might fly apart.

“Back.” A husky voice cut through the chaos, and fires burst into life in the small cave. It was the lady in her red dress. At her feet, green-skinned ghouls gnawed on human limbs. She kicked at them, and the monsters scattered. 

“These are not for you,” she told the creatures. They whimpered into bloody hands, like children scolded for doing what they could not help but do.

Grey Men, rainbow scales flashing in the light from the torches they held, came forward with short rods. One by one, they branded people. Ralen felt the cold metal touch the top of the hand he used to clutch the girl’s shoulder. The brand did not burn, but still it left a glowing red symbol behind.

“You are the Bringer’s now, and the gobels cannot touch the Marked,” the Grey Man said.

“We work for you?” a bearded captive huddled with the others asked.

The lady curled her lip. “No. The Drakein and the gobels and the Conquered work for me. You are food for later.”

––––––––
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NO ONE SPOKE DURING the long hours after the gobel ate a man and the lady’s monsters branded them. Ralen heard the girl’s moans when he woke from a restless sleep full of strange images he could not describe. He shook her, but the nightmare held her tight. It was some time before she escaped it. When she did, her eyes opened wide, and tear-filled whites reflected the reddish light put off by the new Marks on their hands. 

“Are you alright?” he asked. He had seen enough during the war to know that some injuries were invisible and that some could never be mended.

The girl shook her head. “Hungry. Just hungry.” She lay back down and buried her head in his shoulder, but he knew she didn’t sleep. He felt her muffled sobs through his skin.

He thought a day had passed, but there was no sunlight to be sure. The Grey Men, Drakein they were called, returned, leading more people behind them who were already Marked. The newcomers had faraway looks, like those who had seen war too, and worse. 

The new people carried woven baskets. Shriveled apples and brown-spotted vegetables lay at the bottom of the basket held under Ralen’s nose. He took a carrot, but when he reached for another for the girl, an old woman slapped his hand. The empty look she gave him held no anger, but he had broken some rule. The girl had to stand on tiptoes to reach in and take her share. He’d been starved for so long he ate every bite, even the yellowed leaves at the thick end. 

The adults hadn’t finished their breakfast before they were herded toward the exit. “Where are you taking us?” the bearded man with all the questions asked.

“Work,” a Drakein said. The monster glanced at Ralen but left him and the girl behind. 

“My name is Anjee,” the girl said when they were alone. 

Names are not important, Mother always told him, only our sins. That was what God saw. What He judged. Still, he told her, “I’m Ralen.” 

“I...” She looked down.

His stomach rumbled, and he thought of the half-full baskets of food the others had taken away. 

“Are you still hungry?” he asked.

She nodded. He took her hand and led her out of the cave.

They followed a line of smoking torches down limestone stairs to an underground lake. Water dripped from ancient stalactites, and the peaceful sound echoed through the vast darkness beyond the reach of firelight. 

He stopped. There were thousands of people in the cavern. All silent. A few Drakein walked among them, prodding stragglers into the river of people that poured up a dirt slope to a blinding white opening in the stone that must be the surface. So many human faces, except ... they stared at nothing, mouths open in unvoiced screams, scratching at their skin, at the glowing brands on their hands. It was how he’d always pictured this place. No burning fires, no sound of cracking whips, just silent pain. Unending pain.

“We’re in Hell,” he told the girl. Anjee. He thought her name over and over, letting it fill up his head and push out the fear.

“We can’t be. We’re not dead.”

“Death doesn’t make any difference.” He looked at the red light streaming from the half circle and lines branded on his hand. A devil’s mark to claim his soul. The Bringer’s Mark. That’s what the Drakein had called it. It was supposed to keep gobels away, but scores of them lurked in the shadows, whispering, waiting for another bite of blood and marrow. Ralen would never forget the slurps they’d made. 

He sucked in mouthfuls of water from the still lake. It tasted sour and old, despite its enticing color. The water glowed turquoise, like the lagoon of some far off paradise. More lies.

Away from the torches, he noticed that the stones all around glowed too, putting off a cold blue light. He reached out and touched something soft. He pulled and came away with a broad worm that shone brightly against his palm. 

Anjee poked at it. “Eew.”

He put the worm back and then held Anjee around the waist so she wouldn’t fall in as she drank. 

A scream echoed from some dark corner. Anjee lifted her head like a startled yearling. He heard struggles, the scrape of feet on stone, and glimpsed a moon-faced woman just before she was dragged deeper into the caves by Drakein. Food for monsters.

Ralen saw his food in baskets on the other side of a finger of lake. He couldn’t swim, so he kept to the edge of the water. Anjee’s hand never left his as they hopped from stone to brick, feet wet again, until they reached the pile of stores. 

They crept past the vacant-eyed adults tasked to watch the supplies. Stealing was for the weak, but hunger would make him weaker. He held Anjee’s ankles as she rooted inside the deep basket and came up with three figs. Sticks cracked, and the basket broke apart, spilling a meager stream of fruit. An apple rolled against the foot of the old woman, and she woke from her daze with a gasp. She cast stones at them but threw poorly and missed. 

They hurried back to the small cave—one among a honeycomb of caves along one side of the cavern—where they had spent the night. It had no torches or glowworms and was unoccupied, a good place to hide. They ate quickly, even though the old woman did not come to reclaim what they stole.

“Three blind mice ... three blind mice...” Anjee sang. Her voice was sweet and rose above the constant mutters of the gobels. Ralen made his fingers dance on her arm like a mouse on two legs, and she laughed. It was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard.

“If we grow up,” he said, wondering if anyone grew up in Hell, “we’ll get married.” People got married when they were older. His mother had told him that when she showed him a picture of his father. Ralen couldn’t imagine marrying anyone but Anjee. The moment he saw her, it felt as though he had always known her and always would.

She kissed him quick, missing his lips. “Okay.” They held each other for warmth, and he fell asleep to her singing. 

When he woke, the room was quiet, the adults not yet returned from the surface. The gobels were quiet too. He sucked in a breath and held it. The monsters were never quiet.

His eyes adjusted to the red light emitted by his Mark. A leathery form hunched over his feet. He tried to stand, but the gobel grabbed his ankles.

“Don’t hide the little toes. I love to see little toes.” The creature wiped thick mud from Ralen’s foot with an emaciated hand and then licked the remaining smears of dirt away.

Ralen shivered and pushed the glowing Mark into the gobel’s face. It squinted but kept licking. “These are not for you,” Ralen repeated the words the lady had used.

“The Bringer is cruel to bring little toes and not let me taste. What harm a nibble? She won’t know.”

Ralen scratched at the monster, fingers digging into silver eyes. It hissed and caught his wrists in a long-fingered hand. 

“One little toe.” It bent forward and sucked Ralen’s small toe into its mouth. 

“No!” he cried, waking Anjee.

Sharp teeth stung his skin. The pressure grew and grew, and he gaped at the pain, strings of saliva dangling across his open mouth. 

Crunch. Suck, suck...

He couldn’t move, couldn’t draw breath. The pain.

“Bad! Bad! Bad!” Anjee slapped and kicked the gobel with a flurry of arms and legs.

The monster ignored her clumsy fists and drew Ralen’s blood into his throat like a babe at the breast. Ralen felt lightheaded, his veins weakening and collapsing, empty tunnels with no use. Darkness closed in, the sucking sounds faint with distance, his heartbeat drumming against his skull. 

After a last, longing lick, the gobel pulled away. The stump oozed then sealed as the saliva dried. The monster crawled toward the exit. Anjee gathered gravel from the floor and threw it. “Stay away,” she ordered.

It held up an arm to shield itself from the stones and chuckled. “The Bringer will never notice a little toe... now and then.” As it disappeared down the tunnel, it whispered a new chant, “Many, many, little toes. No one to know. Tomorrow, tomorrow. Time for more to grow....” 

Ralen stared at his mangled foot, the skin clammy. All his skin was pale and shivery. Pain twisted his guts. 

“Stupid monster,” Anjee said. “Toes don’t grow back. Do they?”

“I...” He shivered. “I don’t know.” Tomorrow. He’d find out then. Unless ... he wasn’t here anymore. 

He would run away. There was supposed to be no escape from Hell, but it was stupid not to try. After everyone came back from working on the surface, they’d be tired. When they slept, he would climb up the path to the cave mouth and never look back. All he had to do was wait. Even monsters must sleep.
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Chapter Three ~ The Other Side
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Ralen peered between stalagmites at the Drakein who blocked the path to the surface. He’d been wrong. The monsters never slept.

“Is it still there?” Anjee whispered.

Ralen nodded. His foot ached where his toe had been. He needed to escape. There was scrabble on either side of the rise, the only way not guarded. “Come on,” he said.

The glowing Marks on their hands were wrapped in cloth torn from Anjee’s dress, and they crept through the deepest shadows to avoid being discovered. He put a foot on the shale, and bits broke apart, clattering together like dried bones. 

“I see you.” The Drakein turned, and its yellow eyes reflected the light from the torch it held.

Ralen scurried up the slope on all fours but only managed a few feet before sliding back down. Anjee grunted, caught beneath him. She pushed, and he was lifted into the air, surprised to feel dry scales on his neck. The Drakein held him in one clawed hand and took Anjee’s arm with the other, nearly singeing her with the torch in the same hand. She scowled.

“Return to your sleep den,” it ordered.

“The gobels will eat him! They ate his toe!” Anjee said.

The Drakein hissed. “Impossible. They cannot touch anyone with the Mark. Come this way again, and I will eat you both.” 

Ralen squeezed the creature’s wrist, trying to make it let go. He punched and kicked, but the Drakein didn’t budge. It carried them, kicking and wriggling, back to the caves and tossed them onto the ground. Ralen’s breath left him, but he climbed to his feet, smiling for the first time since the war came to his city. It felt good to fight.

“You should be cowering,” the Drakein said. 

“Why? You said you wouldn’t eat us unless we tried again.” Ralen swiped the torch and took Anjee’s hand. They ran until they realized no one was following. 

Gasping, he said, “Well, we can’t go that way.” 

“You have to do something. Don’t worry about me. You need to go. Find another way outside.” 

“Let me think. For now, there’s fire...” He used the stolen torch to navigate the uneven ledge outside the caves. He stuck his head into every cave mouth they passed, searching for a good one with people that didn’t snore too loud or weren’t too smelly. “...and we can always steal more fruit.” 

“Stop smiling. It’s scaring me. You said we are in Hell. It’s nonsense, of course. My parents taught me there’s no such thing as Hell, but you seem certain.” 

“Why can’t I be happy in Hell? For now. I know I won’t be happy when the gobel comes back.” 

“What will you do then? Laugh at it?”

Ralen ignored her and stepped into the cave he’d chosen. A few sleepers littered the floor, grumbling at the light, but once Ralen extinguished the torch they quieted. 

“Why did you do that?” she asked. “I hate the dark.”

“I know how to start a fire when I need. For now, we rest. Ideas always come to me in dreams.”

“I don’t like the things I see when I dream.”

Anjee eventually stopped grumbling and leaned her head on his shoulder. He stared into the dark for a long time, thinking. On the verge of sleep, he had the answer. 

“We kill it,” he whispered.

Yes.

***
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THE NEXT DAY, THE CAVE was theirs, the adults gone up to the surface to work, nothing but the drip of water from stalactites and the whispers of gobels for company. 

Ralen gathered broken metal and dried reeds, grunting until he had a spark and then a flame to relight the torch. Then, he and Anjee gathered every loose stone they could find, feeling for them in the cracks that ran through the cavern walls. Soon, they had a pile. 

They built a cairn, a cave within the cave, and Ralen put the torch inside. He lowered the last, heavy stone into place and peeked through a crack to make sure the fire still burned. There was enough air to keep it alive. He sat so as to hide the slivers of light from view, and they waited in the semi-dark for the whispers to stop.

When quiet settled on the cave, he heard skin scrape against stone. It came from his right, where there was a narrow crevice in the cave wall. The monster crept between the bones of the mountain. 

He waited for it to come closer. When something cold touched his foot, Ralen pulled off the cover stone and grabbed the torch. The gobel covered its delicate eyes. The monster was not alone this time. Two more crouched nearby, teeth bared, hungry drool running across their chins.

Anjee threw stones at them. “Get!”

Ralen waved the torch. The monsters hid behind their arms but didn’t budge. He pressed the fire against the nearest one’s flesh. Sizzle. The gobel mewled and backed away.

He pressed forward, listening for the sizzle and feeling lighter every time the creature whimpered. He hated the monster, and wanted it to feel pain, like he’d felt when it bit him.

The other two gobels ignored Anjee’s punishing rain of stones, the fragments bouncing harmlessly off their leathery skin, but they feared the fire. They covered their eyes. “Burning! Burning!” They turned and ran. She cast one last rock after them anyway.

The first one stood its ground. “Little toe. One little toe.”

Ralen pressed the torch against its leathery flesh, but this time the fire went out, leaving orange embers, ash flaking to the ground, and encroaching darkness.

“Hee hee,” the gobel laughed.

Ralen took Anjee’s hand and ran for the steps leading down to the great cavern. The gobel leapt onto his back. He crashed onto his stomach and slid until he was looking over the precipice. More torches burned along the edge of the lake far below, like twinkling stars. 

Anjee’s hand slipped out of his, and she rolled down the staircase with the thwack, thwack of soft flesh slapping stone. The monster’s weight crushed his lungs. Dust filled his mouth. His hands pushed uselessly at empty air, and foul breath warmed his cheek. 

“So cruel,” the gobel said. “Now, all toes mine. All mine.” Teeth cut into his ear, but Ralen could not cry out, could not even breathe.

“Bad!” he heard Anjee say. She was back. She hadn’t tumbled far, and she’d found a bigger rock. Relief filled him.

She swung the slab of stone hard enough for it to crack in two, and the gobel mewled. Ralen wriggled and turned until he was free, and then he pushed. He pushed the gobel to the edge. It teetered. He and Anjee together gave it one more shove, and it went over, falling into the night below.

They heard nothing, not even a splash.

“Is it dead?” Anjee asked.

Ralen went back into the cave and found the largest of the rocks they had used to shield the torch. He carried it two-handed down the long flight of steps to the water, Anjee at his heels. 

Gobels scattered as they approached, the ones Anjee had pelted cringing as she tossed the broken fragments she carried at them too. It took a long time to find the monster where it lay, broken over platters of shale. It writhed and moaned. They studied the yellow blood that spread with each beat of its heart.

“It’s not dead,” she said.

Ralen lifted the heavy stone and dropped it on the gobel’s head. He picked it up again and dropped it, over and over until the writhing stopped. There. It would never hurt him again.

Killing was simple. Had it been this simple for God? 

Mother always said Ralen was an evil child, and he knew he deserved this place, but was there a reason the whole world had to die too? He shook the thoughts out of his head. The gobel had its reasons for eating his toe, and God has His unknowable reasons, but others’ reasons didn’t matter. All that mattered was what mattered to him.

He felt shivery and hot and panted for breath. He took Anjee’s hand and led her away. She looked back over her shoulder and wouldn’t stop staring at the thing they had killed. He was already trying to forget it.

***
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MALA TORE THE COVERS away and screamed. Her throat was sore from calling out in her dreams, but the fully conscious cry echoed down ancient corridors. Her father hurried in, two guards behind him. When they saw no one else in the room, half-drawn daggers were returned to their sheaths. 

Her father spoke soothing words and petted her hair, but his deep voice failed to calm. She couldn’t shake the feeling of loss from the nightmare. Every child in the Kingdom knew loss, fathers and brothers, but Mala had lost every member of her family to the Last God’s horde—all but Papa. 

He was dressed in ring mail and a long, beaded vest in the blue and gold of Wain Varges. Had morning come already?

“Don’t leave.” She clutched his arm and pressed her cheek into the brocade on his shoulder. 

“It is my duty. You know that.”

“I’ll be alone.” 

“There are your tutors and maids and dozens of children within these walls. You are not alone.”

That’s not what she meant, but she didn’t know how to make him understand, so she pouted. “They’re babies.” 

Mala was almost ten and the oldest of the children in the castle. More children lived in the town, but they were commoners, and she did not associate with them. Her mother had warned it led to nothing but tragedy. They were meant to live short, pointless lives, while she was meant to rule them and continue the line. That was her duty. 

“I want you to stay, Papa.”

“We seldom get what we want. I want to see you dance, but I can’t.”

She lowered her arms. She was supposed to be practicing the steps and sewing bells onto the dress that hung from the wardrobe, unfinished. Father was leaving and learning the dance for her Decade ceremony seemed pointless. There was no one else she cared to dance for.

He lifted her chin. “I want you to sleep well and without worry, my child. Can you grant me that at least?”

She couldn’t, but she could act strong, act like the queen she would one day be. “Yes, Papa.”

“Good. Farewell.” He kissed her forehead and then left the chamber as abruptly as he had entered.

The silver light of pre-dawn brightened the window frame. Mala climbed out of bed and opened the door a crack. She watched her father, flanked by the two guards who bore his sword and helm, disappear down the corridor. 

No one was watching now, so the tears came and would not stop. Even when her maids arrived—one to dress her and one to tend the barely slept in bed—tears kept bubbling to the surface. She furiously wiped them away whenever they escaped the corners of her eyes.

“What’s wrong, dearie?” Evlene asked with her gentle voice. 

Mala had grown up hearing that voice. Evlene had dressed her mother each morning, chatting away about nothing of consequence. Mala replied just as her mother would have: “It’s none of your concern. Eyes on your duty.”

“Yes, young lady. Right of you to say. I do go on.” Evlene hummed to herself as she worked, complete silence impossible for her. Mala regretted the sharp tone she’d used. It was what Mama would have done, she reminded herself, but without her here or even Papa, she wanted Evlene’s old arms around her, and she didn’t want to fight the tears anymore. 

She did not act on the desire. Evlene’s granddaughter, Gemma, was watching but pretending not to as she fluffed the bed. Gemma was only a few years older than her, and Mala would not hug the old maid in plain sight for gossip to spread. She was grateful when Evlene and Gemma left, along with the temptation to make a fool of herself.

Madam Kiel arrived soon after for their morning lesson. The lady took in Mala’s puffy eyes and said, “Oh there can be none of that, Highness. Crying girls are dismissed as easily as yapping puppies. No one takes them seriously. You’ll never get what you want with tears.”

“I’ll never get what I want without them, either.”

“Oh, I daresay you will.” Madam Kiel reached into the velvet folds of her thick dress and pulled out the palm-sized crystal ball she carried everywhere. “I have seen it.”

Mala wiped the last troublesome tear away. “What else can you see about my future?”

“You know that is never a good question to ask. How often must I tell you that fortunetelling gives power to the teller, not to the one who is read? I teach you these methods so that you can be the one in league with Fate, child, not someone’s supplicant.” Madam Kiel was the youngest fortune teller Mala had ever seen, and what she lacked in deep-set eyes and wise wrinkles she made up for in asperity. It was difficult to be taken seriously when not a crone.

“All you’ve ever taught me is silly tricks and flim-flam,” Mala said. “How can any of that make me master of my own fate?”

“All fortune telling is flim-flam and illusion, Highness. That is the point. Do not let the alluring words of others fool you. If I say that you will get what you want once the tears stop, the tears stop, because it is what you need to hear. The outcome is my design. You are a puppet where I hold the strings, as long as you believe a word I say about the future.”

“But Fate is real, the gods are real, or were. I have seen what the Channelers can do, and Papa tells us the words of The Prophets. The Prophets! How can I not believe such seeing is possible?”

“Oh, it is, but it tells you nothing. I know everyone holds stock in the words of those old men, but The Prophets are just that. Men. The future never changes, or it always changes. Just be sure it’s never what you want. However, I am certain about one thing in yours.”

“Yes?”

“There will be a strange man in it.”

Mala smiled. “You’ve taught me this one. That’s what you’re always supposed to say.”

“Well, it’s almost always true.”
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Chapter Four ~ Food for Monsters
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When the Drakein soldier came for him, Ralen was not surprised. Perhaps the monsters were angry he had killed one of them, or perhaps they were hungry, and it was his turn to be food. Reasons didn’t matter. Suffering was inevitable.

Anjee fought the monster, like she’d fought the gobel, slapping and kicking, but the Drakein was five times her size. It slung Ralen over its shoulder and gave her one push that sent her stumbling away.

“Goodbye,” Ralen said.

Her face turned red, and she sunk to the ground.

“Goodbye,” he repeated.

He listened to her tears for as long as he could, but the sound was soon swallowed up in the great cavern. The Drakein carried him upside down, and he craned his neck to see the opening at the top of the slope, yearning for the sunlight he would not feel on his skin again. The monster took him into dark tunnels. 

He wondered if there would be a kitchen and an oven, like the old witch in the woods in the fairy tale. Ralen didn’t think so. He had seen the monsters eat their food raw. 

It was a long walk, the winding path leading upward, and they passed more Drakein. Eventually, they came to steps made from pink marble and lighted by bronze sconces. They climbed up and up, as though trying to reach the clouds. Ralen would have been exhausted if he were walking, but the Drakein did not slow or alter its breathing. It set him down next to a large pair of doors made from carved bone. A moment later, golden hinges creaked, and the doors opened.

***
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DINAH, HIGH UP IN HER longhouse atop the mountain, gazed through a massive window at valleys of green wheat. Sunset burned orange, bathing the gardens and orchards along the hills and ridges in one last glorious display. 

The filthy boy held a hand to his light-starved eyes and squinted through fingers at the idyllic scene. 

“I adore life,” Dinah told him. “The Conquered must have food to fight, of course, but this is not for them. It is for me. You are Ralen?”

The boy stayed quiet, not a word, but she knew that was his name. She knew all within her domain. She made him stand there until the sky paled to lavender. 

“You killed a gobel,” she said.

“It was me. Only me.” 

He was protecting the girl already. 

“Not modest, I see. Good. I have a use for you, and that is another good thing.” 

More silence. Finally, the boy asked, “What do you want?”

She did not know what she wanted. It was a formless wish, a longing, except when the boy was there. In his presence, she could see it all laid out before her, every step to take, every word to say. 

“You will work the fields for now, you and that girl. Otherwise, the gobels will nibble you to death and you will be worthless.” 

“You’re not going to eat me?”

“I didn’t say that.” She bared perfect white fangs.

The boy looked away, his gaze following the long bones that made up the window frames, and she expected his thoughts to be full of fear, as straightforward as any child’s, not that she could remember the childish thoughts she had once possessed. She could barely remember the desires that had brought her to this place, this fortress of death in a valley of life. But Ralen surprised her. He was not afraid. He was resigned to dying, now or later, but for now ... he was curious. He wondered what creatures had bones so large.

“Beasts who once dwelled in this land. Formidable enemies.” She stroked patterns and symbols carved into ivory, vestiges of a time that no longer existed.

Now a tendril of fear slithered through the boy. She knew his thoughts.

“Do not dream of running away,” she said. “This world is mine, and I will find you.”

“I wasn’t—” 

“—Stop. Never try to lie to me again. I can see into your head, wherever you are. That is my Mark you bear.” 

He looked at the glowing symbol on his hand. “Then why didn’t you see what the gobel did?” 

Her magic made him incapable of deceit, but she was not similarly limited. There was no reason for him to know she made mistakes, or that she was not always watching. “It took only a bite of flesh, and I wanted to know if you would do something about it. You did. That pleases me. Strive always to please me.”

The valley was dark, and the stars did not provide enough light for her to see the fields anymore. She was reluctant to spend another night wandering through her mountain, watching those capable of sleep, discussing strategies with her commanders. She wanted to enjoy the boy’s presence a while longer, enjoy the freedom of her thoughts.

“Come,” she said. She opened the wide doors separating her foyer from the library. The room took up half of her massive home, shelves stacked with books from floor to high ceiling. 

The boy followed her inside. He reached out and touched a leather-bound volume that was thicker than the length of his arm.

“You will learn to read these,” she commanded, “and you will study. From rummaging in your head, I can tell that you are quick-witted, but your intellect is undeveloped. You will spend every evening here, as long as I desire it, and someday I hope you will cease to bore me.” 

“When I do, that’s when you’ll eat me?”

“If I decide to kill you, you won’t even realize until the dried flesh falls from your bones. Now sit.”

He carefully chose a seat, and she noticed how he tried not to touch the smooth bones of the chair more than he had to. She placed an open book before him and sat opposite. She read aloud, pointing to each line upside down, and told him to repeat. He obeyed.

It was strange having another being in her sanctuary. Ralen was quiet, but she felt his life, the blood coursing through his veins, and it distracted her. With effort, she focused on tutoring him. She was frustrated by the need to start with small words, but he caught on quickly, considering it was not his native language. He would need to learn many languages, for there were many worlds within the Last God’s domain. 

Eventually the boy drooped, his face wan. She would not be able to keep him with her as she hoped. Not only did he need sleep, but her aura weakened him. No matter how much she suppressed her hunger, she could not exist without destroying the life around her. None could survive long in her presence. 

She called a Drakein to take him away and sat, alone, feeling the clarity of her thoughts slowly fade, her will dampen. Soon, she worried more about Adarmis and how she would regain her Lord’s favor than grandiose dreams of how she might make use of the boy to set herself free.
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Chapter Five ~ Orders
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The Last God turned his gaze from infinity, from the endless glowing branches of Fate’s Tree and the fibrous roots that cut through overlapping dimensions as though they were mere layers of sediment, and absently looked on the creatures bowed low before him.

He tried to remember why they were here—the large man who was larger inside his skin, Adarmis, and the two angels on either side with black, feathered wings draped over their faces to shield their feeble eyes from the glory of His might—and when He remembered, He tried to care enough to speak. “Do you know what it is to be Bringer?” 

“It is to be the Hand of God. Your hand,” Adarmis said.

Did He have hands? He looked and they were still there. When the Tree was gone, would they go as well? Would He be forever unchained, without form, at last? Or would His five-fingered limbs become branches?

“I, Adarmis, swear...” the man who was not a man continued, but The Last God was already tired of words.

“Your soul is mine, so swear no oaths upon it. You will go to the one place I cannot and make it mine as well. That is your only purpose.”

“Yes, Lord.”

Dinah had once had purpose, but He was beyond what she could offer and in need of new tools for what lay ahead. This clever brute, General or not, Bringer or not, was of little importance, but his elevation and Dinah’s disgrace would satisfy the Fae who promised so much. 

“Do not enter my abode again,” the Last God ordered His new Bringer, “not until you have leveled the Old Kingdom’s wall.”

“Yes, but...”

The Last God stopped listening. He let His skin fade, let His muscles and bones become transparent, become light. He forced His light into the light of the Tree, into the light that extended in infinite branches throughout the universe, the light He needed to make His own. 

He followed a branch into the heart of the crater where the physical manifestation of Fate’s Tree stood, a spindle at the heart of a vast web of destinies—including His own.

He was the Last God. He would not let Fate take everything from him. He would not simply die as she commanded.

He pushed against the bole of the Tree with the force of the million million lesser gods swallowed up inside him, screaming His fury. He imagined tearing the primeval wood to shreds and swallowing all the souls it yoked and yanked about like puppets, and finally, finally being free to create His own fate. 

The Tree dropped one yellow leaf. 

He sagged with exhaustion and then screamed loud enough to shake the ether. But this was not the first time the Tree had thwarted Him, twisting His light into a small tendril of its own and letting that one small strand fall away, empty as one of Dinah’s husks. Yet infinite leaves and branches remained.

The Last God needed more power to fight her, more souls, more magic, more. 

***
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GENERAL ADARMIS SURVEYED the broken wall from the back of his mount. The black stone was featureless but for a single arch through which the light of another world shone.

When the Last God’s messengers first promised him favor and a chance at triumph, at being named Bringer, with the attendant increase in his meager lifespan, he had thrilled. Each battle bought him a year, each conquest a decade. As the Hand of God, he would have centuries. But now, as he and his army faced the gate to the Old Kingdom, he remembered that his Lord was cruel—to promise so much and ask the impossible. 

Some said the Old Kingdom had a magic greater than all other worlds combined. In secret, far from listening angels, some even whispered they had their own god. Whatever their means of protection, they remained unconquered. 

There were enough undiscovered lands to keep Adarmis occupied. He wished the god had tossed him through a newly made Portal and asked him to bring a strange world to its knees with no weapon and no army. That he could have managed. This place, which had held against them for so long, was the one certain path to defeat.

He sighed and dug in his spurs, racing his mount—a skeletal beast with only shreds of hide remaining after serving the God-fed—across the threshold and into the besieged encampment on the other side. Worse than being in the god’s favor and asked to do the impossible was being in disfavor, like Dinah. He would do whatever he must to make sure she suffered in that state for all eternity.

***
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KING KERVALEN AND FIFTEEN thousand troops emblazoned with the blue and gold of his Wain saw the flicker of light, the tear in the heavens that heralded the arrival of more enemies. 

“Be ready for a sally,” he told his captain. The message was passed along the wall. 

Kervalen knew his enemy. Those fresh to the field and confident, those familiar with victory, were eager to smash themselves against the rock that was the Old Kingdom. They did not understand defeat. Kervalen, on the other hand, understood it well. 

His people held onto this land, but it was no victory. The fields fertilized by the dead, the hordes of children kept barely fed in every household until they were strong enough to carry a pike, and the constant, inevitable ache of grief in every parent’s, every sibling’s breast was proof that they, not the Last God, were the losers.

“The gate opens!” The scout’s message was passed down the line.

“Archers ready,” Kervalen ordered. His soldiers raised bows, and the creak of stretched gut was amplified a thousand times. 

The Last God’s enclave was a citadel built of white stone fifty feet high. It was surrounded by a moat of spikes and protected by ballista in every other crenel. It received inexhaustible supplies of troops and weapons through the Portal, and no king before Kervalen had managed to take it. He sometimes dreamed he would be the first, but it was a fantasy.

The enemy gate opened wide, and a wave of soldiers poured onto the field. The archers waited. Finally, mangonels and armored wagons filled with workmen emerged, and Kervalen let the first volley fly.

Soldiers guarding the fringes were hit, but the main body of the enemy was untouched. He couldn’t let them get a siege engine in place.

“Trebuchets!” Their own large weaponry creaked to life and cast balls of burning pitch down on the invaders.

While the Last God’s enclave was a fortress, it was merely a foothold on a land that did not belong to them. Beyond the range of their weapons, generations of Kervalen’s forbears had built a fortress of their own, a circular wall that enclosed the enemy on all sides. Archers could emerge from cover and shoot, or catapults rain fire down on the enemy, but there were no gates, nothing on which the invaders could focus their attacks. 

In order to assault the surrounding countryside, the Last God’s troops needed to destroy a section of the Old Kingdom’s wall. They brought siege engines within range, hoping for several good strikes before they were destroyed, or hoping to buy time for their workers to expand their own fortress a fraction further. 

Kervalen knew the enemy’s tactics and hurried to see the intruders driven back, their catapults obliterated, before any advances were made. If only such a happy stalemate could be maintained, but the God’s troops did, sometimes, succeed. 

Kervalen once saw an army pour through broken walls and ravage his countryside, saw it pushed back only at a heavy price. He had been responsible for that failure. He had not stopped them in time, and his wife and son were killed, along with many other families encamped near the wall. He had been selfish to want her near, complacent. On that day, he learned what it meant to be king and to carry on when Kervalen, the man, had nothing left to live for.

So, this day and every day, he took each enemy sally seriously and stopped them hard. He watched as their burning wagon was hauled back inside and knew the retreat was temporary. They would try again in the night.

The red pennant flying atop the enemy tower was lowered and replaced by green. 

Kervalen felt a weight in his gut. The god’s forces had a new commander, a new banner flying over their fortress. His entire life, he had known only the red. 

Why change now? What did it mean? Had the attack been a test? If so, he had revealed himself. The newcomer now knew something about his tactics, while Kervalen knew nothing. 
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