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Prologue

The staff was standing alone, upright on the forest floor. Tathea stared at it in wonder and then with a sharp prickle of excitement and awe. Even in the muted light through the canopy of trees she could see that it was carved down the shaft in tiny hieroglyphs.

On tiptoe she walked over to look more closely. They were in six separate groups. She tried to read the first, but it made no sense, nor did the second, nor the third. It was only when she came to the last one that the words were as clear as fire in the mind: ‘when the woman of love has kneeled in the ashes and taken up My burden, then shall I come and receive My own.’

She reached out her hand to take the staff, and as she did so it leaned away from her, southwards, towards the edge of the forest where she had not been able to pass in five hundred years. Was this the time, now, at last?

She clutched it and started to walk, shivering a little. She had an appointment to keep, not just for herself but for every living thing, the present and the past. She stepped over the gnarled roots twisted into the ancient soil. Urgency impelled her. She started to run, climbing an incline and slithering down, splashing through a stream.

A fallow deer lifted its head at her approach and then sprang off into the shadows of hazel and birch.

Tathea’s mind was filled with memory. She could see the place on the soul’s journey where she and Ishrafeli had parted as if it were around her now, the dark slope down to  the water’s edge, the glimmer of starlight over the sea and Sardonaris on the horizon. The skiff had lain at its moorings ready. She had had the Book in her arms. She had expected Ishrafeli to return with her to carry its burden to the world, and instead he had told her the one truth she had never imagined. He was an angel. His time was not yet. But he had promised that one day he would come and take his mortal life, and together they would fight the last terrible war against Asmodeus, the Great Enemy. If they won, then the world would be resurrected into a glory and a joy beyond the heart to dream. It would become the habitation of God for time everlasting, and for all those who in their testing had loved Him with undivided heart.

And if they lost, then Asmodeus would make it the seat of dominion to rule and ruin all other worlds he could reach, spreading an ever-widening misery until the light faded across the universe and darkness owned them.

Tathea was running faster now, brushing past whipping branches and over stones and ruts, her feet soundless on the dark earth. Briars reached out and tore at her clothes and she ignored them. Old prophecies thundered through her mind. In her memory she was back in the desert of Shinabar again, the hot sand abrading her skin, the light dazzling, and Iszamber’s voice telling her that in the final war, when nations plunged into violence and desolation, still the Island at the Edge of the World would stand, because here the light of faith would never be entirely quenched.

It was here that the warriors would be nurtured who would fight Armageddon. One king would unite the warring tribes long enough for the truth to be taught again. The Book would be unsealed and the old glories of the light of God would harrow men’s souls, and fire such faith in them as would rekindle the stars.

And at the very last, Asmodeus would be able to walk the earth, and she must take the keys of the world from him before God could renew all things into eternity.

Another clearing opened in front of her, larger than the last, but here there was no sunlight on the grass. She hesitated and looked up. The sky was dark with scudding clouds, and a cold wind whipped the tops of the trees. She felt its breath on her skin like ice. She was glad to reach the far side where the stinging edge was broken.

Tathea was on a path now, and the trees were less dense. There were elders, white with flowers, dizzying scent; ash and wild cherry.

The first hailstones struck so viciously it seemed as if the pellets of ice must leave bruises on her flesh. Stumbling, teeth clenched, she ran on, half blinded. Whatever the storm, she must not stop. Everything depended upon her being there in time.

Thunder rumbled around the skirts of heaven, then, without warning, cracked above her with ear-shattering sound. Flights of birds shot out of the trees, whirling up against the sullen sky and small animals fled for cover, huddling under logs and stones in terror.

Lightning forked down. A tree exploded in a sheet of fire. It swayed for a breathless moment, then crashed down across the path in front of her, trailing gaudy ribbons of flame which caught other branches and blazed up, roaring, crackling, spreading wide.

She stopped abruptly, scrambling to keep her balance. She could not retrace her steps. She would have to force her way through the undergrowth to go round it.

The wind was harder, rising to a high, shrill whine in the upper branches, whipping them back and forth as it changed direction, snapping them off and catching them whirling up in the air.

Tathea wanted to find any lee side of a bank where she could crouch down and protect herself. There were plenty of places. She knew the forest, its heart and its nature. She loved its great trees, its slender saplings, and every creature in it. It had fed and sheltered her for five centuries. If she turned back, maybe this terrible destruction would end.  Perhaps there was another way? She stood motionless, her hand clenched on the staff.

When she tried to pull it back, it would not move. It would yield only southward, drawing her on.

She stumbled over fallen branches across the path. Ahead of her the trees thinned, white wood showing in great wounds where the storm had ripped branches away.

Now she was at the path’s end. Beyond was open land. She hesitated, afraid. The moment had come. If she could walk beyond the last tree, then the forest no longer held her. It truly was the beginning.

The sky was purple-dark, heavy-bellied with hail. Behind her she heard the scream of the wind and the crash as another tree was rent from the earth. Lightning flared, and ahead she saw the figure of a woman coming towards her, floundering as if heavy-laden and near exhaustion.

The moment of indecision passed. The woman was in need. Tathea went towards her swiftly, away from the forest edge, free from its hold. There was no sense of surprise, no barrier. The storm, the piercing cold, the rage in the sky, told her that the earth itself knew the waiting was ended.

She reached the woman and in the livid, fading light saw why she had moved so awkwardly. She was heavy with child, and close to the time of birth. Her clothes were torn, stained with mud and blood and the dark smears of burning. Smoke streaked her face, and her eyes were grief-hollowed.

Tathea clasped her, taking some of her weight. The woman was shuddering with exhaustion. Her clothes wrapped around her thighs, the long, wet skirts tangling every movement.

‘Gently! Gently!’ Tathea urged her. ‘There’s no one behind you.’

But the woman struggled on towards the outlying trees. ‘I must reach Hirioth,’ she gasped, fighting to keep her balance as pain shot through her and she stumbled, almost dragging Tathea down with her.

‘You can’t,’ Tathea told her more clearly, forcing her to  stop. ‘Your time is come. I’ll look after you. I know a little of birth.’ She remembered, with the old, heart-consuming ache, her own child, and the moment of drenching horror when she had discovered his small, blood-soaked body, the night of the coup in Shinabar. The tightening of the throat, the pain through the body was always the same.

But there was no time for the past.

The woman had a strange and subtle face with a beauty unlike any other.

‘Who are you?’ she said in little more than a whisper as another spasm grasped her.

‘Tathea,’ she answered. ‘But you must rest. The rain has stopped, and you will be dry under the trees here.’

The woman stared at her, her eyes wide with wonder.

‘Come!’ Tathea urged, pulling at her arm.

‘Tathea?’ The word was spoken with awe, as if there were magic in the sound of it.

‘Yes. Please come! You have not long.’

The woman’s eyes clouded. ‘I know,’ she said softly. ‘I shall not live to raise my child, not even to hold him in my arms.’ Again the spasm took her and she sank to her knees, holding herself, rocking back and forth.

‘Yes, you will!’ Tathea kneeled beside her, clasping her as she fought to control herself. ‘It will seem terrible, but it will pass.’

‘No . . .’ The word came between clenched teeth. ‘I have come too far, my strength is gone. But I had to . . . to reach Hirioth. Now I know why.’ She let out a cry and gripped Tathea’s hand so hard it was as if she could transfer her own pain.

Tathea held on to her. A great feeling flooded through her that the woman was right and a stupid and futile denial would comfort no one.

‘Sardo . . .’ The woman continued after a moment. ‘Sardo gave his life to help me escape the city. He loved me, and he knew the child . . .’ Again she had to stop to give herself over to the pain. ‘Will you tell him about us?’ she  asked after a few more moments. ‘My name is Mairin. I am sister to Aelfrith, Earl of the Eastern Shore. My husband was Sardo . . .’ She gulped and her eyes filled with tears. Perhaps it was only hours since he had died.

Tathea held her closer, feeling the pain reach through her, aware of Mairin’s failing strength, the violent beating of her heart. She ached for her that she would hold her child for no more than a few moments before she would have to trust him to a stranger to guard and protect his life, to nurture him, teach him, and above all to love him as she would have.

Tathea knew that this child was to be the king who would unite the Island, so no more women would have to flee ruined cities because of war with neighbouring tribes or pirate raids from the Sea Isles. He was the one who would create a golden age before the great and final war. The violence in the shattered forest had told her that, and her freedom at last to leave its bounds, to walk beyond its keeping and into the world.

Though her strength was ebbing fast, Mairin spoke of her youth, and how she had met Sardo, and how they had loved each other. Then her body convulsed and the moment of birth came. There was no more time left.

An hour later Tathea stood in the fading glory of the evening light with the baby in her arms, wrapped in pieces of Mairin’s robe.

Mairin had held him herself for a few moments, touched his face, and named him Sadokhar. Now she lay in her final peace, her blood-stained gown her winding sheet, and Tathea could do nothing for her but pull some of the broken branches to cover her, and think how she would care for her son.

She had only just taken the first steps towards the distant village, when she saw the man coming up the rise, his black hair blown by the wind. He was slender, strong, and he moved with unusual grace as though his feet barely touched the ground.

For a moment Tathea’s heart knocked with a familiarity so sharp it pierced her with a physical pain.

He was close to her now and she could see his face, the broad brow and chiselled features, the blazing blue eyes.

Of course she knew him. Her soul had known him since before the creation of the world. He was the Great Enemy, Asmodeus himself, walking the earth like a man.

He stopped in front of her and looked at the child in her arms.

‘Sadokhar,’ he said softly, as if he knew him already.

Tathea held the baby so closely he seemed almost part of her. Asmodeus could not harm him physically, and yet she could smell her own fear. Why had he torn up the forest, breaking and wounding it, if not to prevent her reaching Mairin in time, and saving the child?

Asmodeus was smiling. ‘Sadokhar,’ he repeated with infinite satisfaction. He held up his left hand and in it was a bunch of keys, heavy and dull-gleaming black.

She stared at them, transfixed.

‘The keys of this world,’ he told her. ‘The power and the dominion of it.’ He leaned a little forward. ‘It is mine! And neither you nor that child will take it from me — nor Ishrafeli, when he comes.’

Her lips were dry, her heart pounding. ‘If God wills it, we can do anything,’ she said huskily.

‘ “Can”?’ The word was a challenge, a cry of derision. ‘Maybe you can . . . but you won’t!’ He looked at the child again. ‘He won’t! You remember nothing, but I have known each of you since the foundation of heaven.’ He held up the keys again. ‘The earth is mine!’ Then he turned on his heel and strode away.

She heard his laughter, thin and hard like a knife blade into the flesh, and a moment later she was alone in the wind and the sunset, and the child began to cry.

Legs shaking, Tathea walked away from the vast prison and shelter that was Hirioth, and into the world.




Chapter One

Tathea looked at Sadokhar beside her, then at Sardriel and Ardesir opposite. All the tables in the Great Hall were crowded with the scores of warriors and advisers who served the castle and city. The torches in the hall burned low, casting shadows on the coffered ceiling and sending a golden glow on to the bronze of half-empty bowls of fruit and the curves of wine glasses. The sounds of laughter and conversation filled the air. The embers of the fire faded and the dogs stirred hopefully, looking for scraps.

It had been twenty-eight years since Tathea had left Hirioth, bringing with her only the staff and the golden Book of the word of God. Sadokhar was a grown man and he had accomplished all that she had promised Mairin he would, and all that she had dreamed for him herself. Some of it had been savage – war and reprisal. She still shivered at the memory of Cunaglass’s rebellion and how Sadokhar had hunted him down and, in his rage at the needless ruin and death he had caused, the betrayal of those who had trusted him, had slashed off his head with a sword, and painted his name across the fortress walls with his hair dipped in his own blood. If Sadokhar regretted it he had never said so.

But the Island at the Edge of the World was united at last after two centuries of strife. For nearly ten years there had been peace. The old and the young walked in the open without fear. No one was hungry or sick and went uncared for. Justice was swift, but anyone might plead their cause  before the King and be heard.

This beautiful city of Tyrn Vawr had been built, and artists and poets, philosophers and dreamers, architects and musicians lived here, dined and talked far into the night in Sadokhar’s hall. The learning and the wit of the world found their way here at one time or another.

Four years ago had come Sardriel, Lord of the Lost Lands, to pledge peace with the King of the Island. Sadokhar had liked him immediately, drawn to the love of truth in him. Tathea had watched his quiet face, with its high cheekbones and cool, intelligent eyes, and seen the passion in the curve of his mouth. She felt in him a strength of the spirit and a fire in the mind, and she grew increasingly sure that he was one of the warriors foretold in the dim days of her waiting, who would come in the evening of time to fight the last great war.

Sadokhar had read the first hieroglyph on the staff when they were still in Hirioth, as she had known he would – ‘when the man of courage enters and leaves where I am not’. He had looked at her, his grey eyes puzzled, aware only of mystery. Many times since he had asked her to explain, but finally he had understood that it was something that could be grasped only when the knowledge was already in the heart.

One quiet evening a year after Sardriel had come, when Tathea had glimpsed the patience in him and the swift, secret moments of loneliness as well as the brilliance of mind, she had shown the staff to him. He had taken it in his hands, turning it over, marvelling at the workmanship of it, and he had read the third inscription – ‘when the man of truth hungers for a lie, and casts it to the deep’.

He had said nothing. He was older than Sadokhar had been, less impetuous, and she did not need to tell him that only time and battle could teach him to understand it. Now that battle was already darkening the horizon.

From that time onward he had returned to Tyrn Vawr every few months, leaving the stewardship of the Lost  Lands with his cousin and ally.

A year after Sardriel had read the inscription, Ardesir had come from Shinabar, and before that from the southern deserts of Pera. When Sadokhar, in his wilder youth, had for a space rejected the high calling he felt Tathea had placed upon him, they had quarrelled, and she had left him on the Eastern Shore with his mother’s people. She had gone back to the centre of the world alone, and then on to Shinabar. It was then she had met the younger Ardesir, still afire with ideas, a man of laughter and imagination, an architect who held visions of building palaces, arches and towers of the mind as well as of stone. He sought in the perfection of form and purpose a meaning that could be held in a single grasp. They had been friends, savouring together the subtlety and laughter of Shinabari art, the long desert evenings, the smell of the night wind off the endless sands, sweet wine and bitter herbs, the intricacy of the old ways.

Then she had returned to the Island, knowing that she must try again with Sadokhar. The lesser part would never be enough for the hunger in his soul, no matter how it glittered before him now.

He had stood before her a little abashed, uncertain how to acknowledge the change in himself, and yet his eyes were shining with joy to see her. He had asked softly for another chance, but she knew that he would have wrested it from her had she not given it willingly. They knew each other so well!

Then years later, when the Island was at peace and its fame spread wide, Ardesir had come to Tyrn Vawr and found the perfect field for the arts he had perfected since.

It was Sadokhar who insisted Tathea show Ardesir the staff.

‘I can’t read it!’ he had said with confusion. ‘Can anyone?’

Tathea had felt a plunge of disappointment. But before she could answer, he had looked at it again. ‘Except this  one!’ he went on. ‘ “When the man of faith embraces terror to himself ”! What does that mean?’ Then his face had paled and his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Why can I read that, and not the others?’

‘Because that one is for you,’ Sadokhar had answered. ‘As the first is for me, the third for Sardriel, and the last for Tathea.’

‘And the others?’ Ardesir had asked.

‘We don’t know . . . not yet, but we will.’

‘When?’

‘Before the final war with the Great Adversary.’

‘Before its beginning?’ he had asked. ‘Or before its end?’

‘I don’t know,’ Tathea had said, barely above a whisper.

Now they were still waiting for the last two warriors, but Tathea felt the urgency grow within her that time was brief.

She looked from one to the other of them as they sat talking now, Sadokhar telling a story, his face animated, on the edge of laughter, Sardriel listening, his lips curved in a slow smile. He knew he was being teased and the acceptance in it, the knowledge of his rational scepticism was part of the joke.

‘I feel we have little time left,’ Tathea said aloud.

Sadokhar stopped his tale and looked at her with sudden gravity.

‘We have two of the inscriptions still unread,’ Ardesir reminded, but apologetically, his face tender. ‘And Ishrafeli has not yet come.’

It was the one thing Tathea could not ignore or reason away. It was the single, bright certainty she had clung to all the long centuries. Awake or asleep she had waited for him.

‘He has not come to us,’ she said quietly, ‘but we don’t know that he is not alive somewhere.’

‘There are other things,’ Sardriel said reasonably, his voice soft so that those at the further end of the great table would not hear him. ‘It grows dark, certainly. Every new word from the east brings more news of the barbarians attacking, but the great empires still stand. Asmodeus does  not yet walk the earth again, and most of all, we cannot open the Book.’ His eyes were steady, not wavering from hers.

‘I know, but it will be soon. We must prepare.’ She turned to Sadokhar. ‘You said Kor-Assh of the River covenanted with you to come to Tyrn Vawr. When?’

‘Lantrif is not an easy land,’ he answered, his eyes careful and bright. ‘He cannot leave until he has made all provision for its peace in his absence. But we have yet to speak with Ulfin of Kharkheryll also. Knowing all you have taught me of the Flamen belief, I am sure he will be with us. They above all others love the earth. How could they not join in the last war to save it from Asmodeus?’

‘If he comes then we will be five, and if Kor-Assh does also, then all six,’ Ardesir agreed, turning a little in his chair towards Tathea. ‘But that is not Ishrafeli, nor does it open the Book. Without that we don’t have the knowledge of God; we understand only a shadow of the truth and it won’t be enough! We dare not start until we have every weapon and every shield!’

He leaned across the table, his elbow against the empty pewter bowl where the sweetmeats had been. His face was pale. ‘We fight not only envy, ignorance and evil in the world, but the forces of hell and beyond from places unimaginable. We will be tested to the end of all we have.’ He looked at each of them. ‘Don’t go into the last conflict as if it were something we cannot lose. We can! All eternity depends upon us. Every step must be with prayer, and certainty that we are obeying God, not our own impulse.’

What he said was true, and yet it did not dispel the conviction inside her that the Enemy was closer. It was not faith like Ardesir’s, reason like Sardriel’s, nor courage like Sadokhar’s, it was memory in the soul of wars lost in the distance of time, the touch of darkness closer than the skin.

Sadokhar leaned back in his seat, resting his elbows on the arms of his chair, watching Tathea. ‘We need more  news of Camassia, and of Shinabar. Are they preparing for war? Are they even aware that the threat is real? Or do they imagine it is no more than the sporadic troubles they have had for centuries, and it will all die down again as it has in the past? There are travellers among us, especially one old man who has recently come from the City in the Centre of the World. Shall I send for him?’ It was a courtesy that he asked; he needed permission of no one.

‘Yes,’ Tathea said immediately, not certain what she expected to hear. She had loved the City long ago. Its golden stones, its teeming streets and cypress-crowned hills had been her home in the days of the height of the Empire. It had sheltered her when her own land had cast her out. ‘Yes, send for him.’

‘Bring the traveller Eudoxius,’ Sadokhar ordered.

The page he had addressed bowed and went to obey.

Within minutes an old man walked the length of the hall from the bottom table. His head was high but his body gaunt and round-shouldered, his features battered by wind and sun. Only as he was feet away was the humour clear in his faded eyes, and the bitterness about his lips.

‘Sit with us and take wine,’ Sadokhar directed him, indicating one of the vacant high-backed chairs opposite.

‘Sire . . .’ The old man obeyed, but he did not incline his head. He was a citizen of the world and he was bowing to no Island king.

‘Tell us of your travels,’ Sadokhar continued. ‘What news do you bring of the world?’ He was courteous, but there was no mistaking the command in his voice.

‘You have fed me well,’ Eudoxius replied. ‘And given me shelter. What would you hear?’

‘The truth!’ Sadokhar snapped. ‘When I want tales I will send for a bard and have them to music!’

Eudoxius’ weary eyes opened a little wider, there was an instant’s black laughter in his face, and then it was gone again. ‘Shinabar is rotten to the core,’ he said very quietly. ‘They deal in bribery and lies as other men deal in bread.  No man knows what another is doing. Camassia still has a coating of civilisation, and a kind of spurious vitality that is thin as the colour wash on the walls of a tomb.’ He glanced at Ardesir’s dark, desert face. ‘Painted scenes of the dead, for the comfort of the living, who know as surely as sunrise tomorrow that they too will one day inhabit those same mansions of oblivion. The barbarians of the flesh are at the borders, pressing closer with every season, but the barbarians of the heart are already there.’

Tathea looked at Sadokhar and saw the shadow cross his features, the merest tightening of the lips as if the words had touched an old understanding inside him, memories of things she had taught him long ago. It was another shard of prophecy fallen into place.

‘Is that new, sir?’ Sardriel asked Eudoxius gravely. His courtesy never wavered – he would have considered that a gross weakness, a betrayal of the inner self – but neither did he stay his hand in pursuing reason to the end. To have done that would be to insult both speaker and listener. ‘Or are you merely referring to the nature of mankind, perhaps darkened by your own exile?’ he pressed. ‘Forgive me, but I perceive that you are much travelled, and yet you bear no embassy nor do you carry the goods of trade. You are past the years of being a soldier and your bearing suggests you serve no master, and yet you have the marks of both hunger and ill-use.’

‘You observe well,’ Eudoxius said without self-pity, but there was a bitterness in him. ‘But my path is self-chosen. I have no desire to live in Camassia any longer.’ He looked beyond the few dark plums left in the burnished dish in front of him. His voice lowered a little. ‘What I saw in Camassia was not honest greed, as in the long past, it was evil pretending to be good.’ He twisted the stem of the glass goblet in his fingers, the light red through the wine. ‘The Emperor is weak. He loves the glory and the praise of men, and in his eagerness to satisfy the crowds he has forgotten any beliefs of his own. He appoints his friends to  power, and accounts it loyalty to protect them at any cost.’

‘In what way?’ Sadokhar asked sharply.

Eudoxius shrugged. ‘He does not stop corruption or incompetence if the perpetrators are his friends,’ he replied. ‘No one admits fault any more. There is little honour left.’ He looked from one to the other of them, his expression suddenly darker and openly edged with fear. ‘Irria-Kand lies directly on our northern borders right from the far east across to the forests of the west. It is not a united empire but a series of city fortresses, and already half of it has fallen to the barbarians sweeping in from the lands on the rim beyond.’

No one interrupted him. Sardriel sat motionless. Ardesir was tight-lipped. Sadokhar leaned a little further forward, his attention total. This was military news of the gravest kind, and he had been too long a soldier, left too many good men on bloody fields, to weigh lightly a word of it.

‘The Emperor has been told,’ Eudoxius continued, watching Sadokhar’s face. ‘Word comes almost weekly, but he chooses to disbelieve it. He says our armies have never been beaten and it is treason even to think they could be now. But they are untrained for anything but garrison duty, and parades. They have never seen war. If Irria-Kand falls and the barbarians reach the great forests of Caeva to the west, they will find nothing there for them, and they will turn south into Camassia. Who wouldn’t? The whole land lies in front of them, all but unprotected! Hundreds of miles of wheat and vines, orchards and woodlands there for the taking, all the way to the City in the Centre of the World, and the sea.’

No one had interrupted him. One of the dogs stirred briefly by the embers of the fire.

‘Leadership requires that your first debt is to the demands of honour,’ Eudoxius continued. ‘If you are not prepared to do that, if you must be praised at all costs, then step back and leave the crown to someone who will.’

His eyes did not leave Sadokhar’s. He did not see the  sorrow in Ardesir’s eyes, nor the flash of pity in Sardriel’s. ‘We overlook faults we should not, because we are too afraid of invasion to admit that it could happen.’ He waved away a servant with a bowl of honey cakes. His voice was thick with anger he no longer tried to conceal. ‘The barbarians will cross the borders one day. We shall be conquered and all the beauty and sophistication, the buildings, the art and the inventions of a thousand years will be lost under the tide. But perhaps we will drown ourselves in our own filth before that, and when the savages come they will find only more savages, no better than themselves . . . merely different.’ Then he smiled suddenly, but there were tears swimming in his eyes. ‘Only I will not live to see it.’

A coldness filled Tathea, as if she had swallowed ice. Could that be what Armageddon was – not consuming war at all, but the corrupted heart eaten away, until when the barbarians came in the end, there was nothing for them to conquer but decay? Was the end not violence at all, but a living rot?

Then what were all their preparations of wisdom, self-discipline and the arts of strategy worth? The Book of God could not be opened, but Tathea remembered much of it and had written it out again, disconnected, precept by precept, but still a light to the soul. At every step they had prayed in humility, and retraced each mistake and sought to mend it.

For a decade Sadokhar had ruled so that there was a surplus of food, and safety from violence or need. There had been space for thought and to learn, to take months apart from daily tasks in order to enrich the soul. He, Sardriel and Ardesir had argued and discussed, explored the natures of good and evil. They had ridden together, built, known failure and success, quarrelled, tested each other and forgiven. There had been experiences which had winnowed the wheat from the chaff, refined the compassion and the integrity. Each had in one manner or another walked an inner path which had learned his  courage of the soul, and found it enough.

They knew who they were, not only in this mortal life, but from eternity to eternity, children of God on the wild and dangerous journey home. Each had committed himself irrevocably to the conflict and forged his covenants with heaven.

The servants moved around Tathea, fetching and carrying. Light winked on polished metal and glass. The sound of chatter came dimly and she barely heard it.

Where was the war? What weapon was there to strike an enemy which was a nameless horde a thousand miles away?

She looked at Eudoxius sitting opposite her, and saw the torchlight shine through his thin hair, and the marks of age on his skin. Once he had been as young as Sadokhar, in the prime of his strength. Now he was already too tired to fight.

For all their passion and courage, even purity of mind so they could face any evil, Asmodeus had the ultimate weapon against which there was no defence – time. He needed only to wait.

The room swam around Tathea in a haze of flame and shadow, golden reflections on pewter and shining wood. The familiar faces blurred. Voices were a sea of sound like waves on a shingle beach, and over them all she heard laughter, cruel and soft, not in the ears but in the heart. She knew his voice. He had cursed her before, and promised he would never forget the injury she had inflicted on him, once, long ago, nor forgive it.

‘Tathea . . .’

It was a sound almost without meaning.

‘Tathea!’ Now there was anxiety in it.

She blinked and forced the room into focus again.

Sadokhar was staring at her, his grey eyes clouded.

Should she say that all was well? He would know she was lying, he always had, even as a child. Habit forced her to smile back at him; put off the moment. ‘I’m sorry,’ she apologised. ‘I was thinking of what Eudoxius said of  Camassia.’ She turned to the old man. ‘Is Shinabar like that also?’

He bit his lip, equivocated. ‘I have not been there lately, my lady. They have barbarians on the southern borders, but then they always had.’ He shook his head. ‘In half a millennium they’ve not been conquered, not since Ta-Thea returned with the Book. Perhaps the fear of it hasn’t given anyone the power to abuse, as it has with us.’

Sardriel leaned back in his chair. His expression gave nothing away, but Tathea knew him well enough to be aware of his contempt for evasion.

‘Do you know if they are mobilising armies?’ Ardesir asked, frowning and pushing his hair back unconsciously with his fingers.

Eudoxius shook his head. ‘No more so than usual. The army is a good career, especially if you have no land.’ He smiled fleetingly. ‘There is always a kind of comfort in having someone else tell you what is right and wrong. It saves all the energy of thought, and the blame for any decision that turns out badly.’

Tathea did not argue. She had seen the reality of war herself and knew that even a battle won is terrible beyond the imagination to conceive. And she had no certainty what kind of war they were facing now. Surely it would be more consuming than even the clashing of gigantic armies, tens of thousands wounded or dead? It would be weapons of the spirit as well, the blinding and maiming of souls.

Eudoxius was given leave to depart. The torches guttered against the sunset-coloured walls. Others departed also, friends and guests, among them the eleven Knights of the Western Shore who had kept the faith whole since Drusus and Merdic five hundred years ago. Finally there were only Ardesir, Sardriel, Sadokhar and Tathea left.

Sadokhar was looking at her, his gaze unwavering. The flickering lights picked out the fine lines of his face, with its strong nose and broad mouth. She felt the strength in him, the purpose that through all the horror of battle and the  grief of personal loss had become fixed. Nothing in him now rebelled against the weight of his task and the hideous certainty of it. He was quick-tempered, arrogant at times, but never a coward. He faced any enemy no matter how powerful, and any truth, the bitter with the sweet. A warmth filled her, and sudden tears sprang to her eyes. She remembered Asmodeus walking away from her on the edge of Hirioth the night Sadokhar was born. She saw again the swagger in his stride, and heard, with a chill of the flesh, his laughter. Now she understood it.

‘Eudoxius believes he will not live to see the barbarians conquer Camassia,’ she said quietly. ‘We’ve thought of defence against all kinds of weapons Asmodeus might use against us, and prepared to face them – but we have no shield against time.’ Her voice was raw with the edge of despair. ‘We might be here with sword in hand and hearts ready for a war which never comes. He knows we cannot wait.’

They stared at her, horror dawning slowly in each of them as they grasped the terrible meaning of what she said.

‘There must be a way!’ Sadokhar protested, his voice thick with defiance. ‘We are meant to fight! God has chosen us for it and we are covenanted! It’s years since you’ve tried to open the Book. Try it again!’

She rose from her chair, the room swimming around her.

‘And if you succeed?’ Ardesir whispered. ‘What then? Armageddon?’ There was faith in his voice, and fear also. He was not blind to what it meant.

She did not answer, but turned and led the way out of the hall, through an antechamber and up the wide, curving stairs to the upper chambers. They followed her in silence, hearts pounding.

She unlocked the doors to her apartments and went in. They followed, Sardriel closing the doors after them. Inside was full of warm, golden colours, deeper now in candlelight, shadows like burned earth. She crossed the floor to the far wall and the alcove, and with a key from around her  neck opened a heavy cupboard door and lifted out an object about a foot square, and wrapped in a blue silk cloak. All three watched her as she carried it across and laid it on a small table.

Sadokhar moved one of the candlesticks closer, the flame wavering with the trembling of his hand. He did not take his eyes from the blue silk cloak. The Book inside it had come from Tathea’s journey of the soul to the world before this, where God and devil had fought face to face for the future of man.

Again he was in awe of her. Her familiar face he had seen in a thousand moods, her marvellous, fierce, dark eyes which knew they had seen heaven, and forgotten it . . . except in sudden agonising and sublime moments, and partaken something of hell also, and the memory of its shadow lay across her.

She reached forward and her fingers lifted the fold of the silk and pulled it back. It fell easily, slipping on its own smooth surface.

Sadokhar held his breath, his heart hammering.

The gleam of the beaten gold shone, chrysolite burned like diamonds, catching the milk-white purity of pearls.

Then he heard Tathea give a long, shuddering sigh – not wonder but, strangely, fear – and he saw them the moment after she did, resting on the gleaming gold: long, black keys, as dense as night and yet subtly iridescent, casting no shadow. He heard Sardriel draw in his breath.

Tathea’s face was stiff, eyes blank with fear as if she could not believe what she saw. Her hands were rigid and she began to shake.

Her fear flooded into Sadokhar as if he were still a child at her skirts and his life depended upon hers.

‘What are they?’ Ardesir said hoarsely, panic in his voice.

‘Keys to what?’ Sadokhar whispered.

For a moment it seemed she could not reply. Her throat convulsed, choking. Her skin was white, no blood in it. She started to move backwards.

‘To what?’ Sadokhar shouted, stepping forward, although he had no idea what he meant to do.

Tathea staggered a little, losing her balance.

He caught her in his arms. There seemed no weight to her, her body was weak and so thin he could feel her bones through the fabric of her gown. He looked at her in horror, his skin prickling and cold with sweat. The face he saw was old, withered and all but fleshless, the eyes blind, the hair lank and blasted with white.

‘No . . .’ A long, moaning cry of denial broke from him. The woman he held was alive, but only in the beating of her heart. The spirit was gone, the courage and the strength that had carried her through five hundred years was shrivelled away, her mind wasted in senility.

Ardesir stood as if paralysed, unable to believe.

Sardriel bent forward as if he would help, then stopped, not knowing what to do.

Sadokhar held Tathea gently, his arms locked, body aching. He began to rock her back and forth, as if she were a troubled child. He wanted to say something. But what could bring her back and undo the horror of the last few moments? What would make it as it had been?

He held her more closely, feeling her body almost weightless, as if she were slipping away, even in his arms. Her breath rasped in her throat, struggling to fill her lungs.

‘Don’t,’ he said hoarsely. ‘We’ll fight . . . We’ll make the war happen, I promise!’ It was a cry of desperation. He had no idea how, no plan. ‘We’ll win! We’ve got to . . . It is what we were born for.’ That was not true either. It was what he was born for, not she. But he could not do it without her. ‘Tathea! Come back!’ he cried. ‘We can’t win alone! We don’t even know what it is! Help us! We don’t understand it!’

He moved to try to make her more comfortable, and knocked his leg against the table. The candlestick swayed, spilling golden lights and shadows across the gleaming surface of the Book. He knew that inside it was the word of  God to His children, the promises of the light and glory of eternity. It could not be wrong! Those who believed in it had to win. However long the struggle or how hard or high the climb, in the end there had to be that heaven which was the soul’s dream, the passion, the love beyond all others.

‘Tathea!’

But she did not answer, even with the slightest movement.

Sadokhar looked up and saw Ardesir’s face ash-pale, and knew the fear in him as if he could taste it in his own mouth. Ardesir’s body was rigid and it was seconds before he spoke.

‘Asmodeus has never defeated her before,’ he said gently, forcing his voice to be steady, even warm although it trembled a little. ‘He won’t now – not with us here too.’ He put his slender hand on Sadokhar’s shoulder. ‘We’ll keep vigil, and pray. Our faith will be strong enough . . . but it is a bitter test.’

Sadokhar felt a tiny seed of calm within himself. He rose to his feet and carried Tathea through to her bedroom and laid her on the bed. Ardesir and Sardriel followed and they all kneeled beside her, each asking in his own words for the help of God to restore Tathea as she had been, and give them the power to fight in His cause.

But as the night deepened she did not move, nor did she as dawn came, and sunrise.

‘You must go and wash and eat,’ Sardriel said quietly as the light broadened across the room, showing their faces gaunt with weariness and shock. ‘Sit in the judgement hall as usual, speak to people, receive visitors.’

Sadokhar’s body clenched in denial, but he knew Sardriel was right. This was the first blow against them, and already he was prepared to let the world see it had drawn blood. He stood up slowly. ‘Yes . . . of course. I’ll return when I can. Send word to me if there is any change.’

Sardriel and Ardesir both nodded silently. Sardriel went with Sadokhar as far as the outer chamber. For a moment it looked as if he were about to say something more, some  word of hope or grief, the emotion was in his eyes, then it was concealed again, and he merely said goodbye.

The day passed in duties performed with half the attention, and the night in vigil, with snatches of sleep. The second dawn brought no change but a deeper bending together of resolve, a few words of faith, brief because there was too little to say.




From the moment the darkness closed over Tathea, she was sucked from all she loved into a place of isolation and chaos. She knew with terrible certainty who it was she faced. His presence was around her more surely than the whirling rubble in the air or the choking clouds of dust.

‘They will fail without you!’ he said from behind her, his voice as intimate as a touch to the skin. ‘The people will return to their old ways. The faith you taught them was only skin-deep. Come the first cold winds withering their prosperity and they’ll go back to their old superstitions. I can send stones to drown their coasts, blight on their crops, rains to flood their valleys. Rock their comfort, make them afraid and you’ll see the truth of their mettle.’

There was nowhere for her to set her feet. She was drifting.

‘Some will, but there will be more who won’t,’ she argued. ‘Destroy things and they’ll rebuild. Afflict them and they’ll find courage to fight back. They’ll close ranks against you!’

He laughed, a wild, hollow sound like the breaking of ice.

‘They’ll turn on each other, every one for himself! Fear will kill all the seeds you’ve planted, it will strip away the thin paint of virtue and show the heart of self beneath. Even those you think you know, Tathea! Kor-Assh will never come to Tyrn Vawr. He will dither and hesitate for ever, always finding yet one more excuse to wait in Lantrif, outside the battle, until it overtakes him and it is too late.’

Still he was behind her, but she could feel his breath on her cheek.

‘And Ardesir will grow more and more afraid, until at last his terror overcomes him and he runs away. He is afraid – you know that! You have seen it in him – the cold, sick gripping of the stomach when pain is there in front of him, real pain, horror, failure.’

‘He’ll overcome it,’ she whispered, not even sure if her voice was strong enough for him to hear. ‘Everybody with intelligence and imagination knows fear. It’s what you do with it that matters.’

‘And Sardriel will retreat further and further from the pain of feeling,’ he went on. ‘Until in the end he feels nothing at all – no love, no pity, no laughter, no hope. He will become a brain without a heart.’

‘No he won’t! There’s no point in being alive if you can’t feel! The purpose of being is to have joy! He knows that!’

‘He knows you said it!’ he jeered. ‘Words, and where are you now? Silent and cold in a bed! They watch over you and hope and pray – but for how long?’

‘Until I return!’ she cried, swinging round to face him, the blood pounding in her body till she shook with the force of it.

He stood there proud and terrible, familiar as eternity. A smile curved his lips. ‘And even Sadokhar – especially Sadokhar – will fail. His courage will turn to savagery, his justice to vengeance on those he thinks betray him – which they all will, in the end. He will cease to be king and become tyrant, drowning in the blood of his own people.’

She refused to believe it, she could not! She stared at him, defending the only way left, by attacking. ‘And what about Ishrafeli?’ she demanded. ‘You couldn’t beat him before. You shook the earth and you blotted out the stars, but you couldn’t kill the love in him! You can’t quench the light in any of us unless we let you – and we won’t. I won’t!’

His eyes narrowed to slits of fire. ‘Oh yes, you will! Your human imagination cannot begin to think what I will do to them. Time is mine, Tathea. They will grow old and die, waiting for a war they will never fight and their souls will  wither inside them. In the end the earth will be mine, and everything in it, every bird and beast, every tree and blade of grass. And you will see it, exhausted, bitter and alone, to the last twilight!’




Tathea’s eyes opened wide. She was lying on her own bed and Sadokhar was kneeling beside her, tears on his face. Beyond him Ardesir was smiling, so widely he was almost laughing, and Sardriel’s lips moved in a silent prayer, his eyes bright.

Sadokhar held her gently and she sat up, feeling the strength returning, her hair black again where it fell forward over her shoulder.

She saw the golden Book on the small table by the wall, the dark keys still on its face.

Sadokhar turned to follow her gaze. ‘What are they?’ His hand tightened over her arm so she could not have reached for them even if she would.

‘Asmodeus’ keys to this world,’ she answered, her voice coming between dry lips. ‘He showed them to me the night you were born.’

He understood. She did not need to put it all into mundane words for him. He would die. Ardesir and Sardriel would die, and Kor-Assh also, if he came. Even Tathea herself could wither with doubt. She too was vulnerable if her faith slipped from her . . . and for the first time in his life he realised that it could. He had seen the weakness in her soul as well as the glory, the burden of time – when she had fought and waited alone, shoring up her strength for the day of the last battle, always clinging to the faith that they would win.

Today she had been swayed by doubt that perhaps they would not. Asmodeus would stay his hand, and without war the end would be not a cataclysmic battle in which they could be victorious, but a long watch until one morning they saw the emptiness of it all, and realised they were alone, and there was no prize to win or lose, only the  slow descent into oblivion. The whole journey had been purposeless. They had endured all the agony and the sacrifice and the hope so Asmodeus could mock them. And through them, God Himself!

‘There is a way!’ he said with more strength than he thought he had. ‘I don’t know what, but I’ll find it.’

‘The keys . . .’ Ardesir said softly. He knew the prophecy, as they all did: Tathea must take the keys of this world from Asmodeus himself.

‘No!’ Sardriel reached out his hand, but he was too late. Ardesir stretched forward and grasped them, and as his fingers touched the leaden metal it shimmered and dissolved, all except one key which slithered to the floor without a sound.

Ardesir closed his eyes, blind for a moment with despair.

Sardriel stood rock-still.

Sadokhar bent and reached for the solitary key on the floor, and felt its metal on his flesh. He closed his hand over it, and it remained, solid as the key to the castle gates. It was not Asmodeus’ key to the world, it was something else, and as he kneeled there a wild and terrible thought filled his mind, memory of a door in the ruined city of Sylum, a wraith-like man he had seen there, and an idea so fearful he could not speak it aloud.

Tathea saw him and lunged forward, grasping his arm, but she was too weak to hold him. Sardriel caught her as she swayed, holding her steady, unwittingly shielding her with his own body as Sadokhar slipped out of the door, and the instant after, she heard the heavy lock turn and knew they were shut in.




Chapter Two

Sadokhar stopped only long enough to dress for the journey, then he went to the stables, saddled his horse and rode out into the night. The city was asleep. The clatter of hoofs on stone was the only sound that disturbed the darkness. He was long used to battles with the sword and he knew his own skill, but this was different, unknown and unguessable, a war of the spirit, and he knew the weakness within himself, the possibility of failure. It had been years ago, he had been little more than a boy, when he had met the bear in the forest, before he and Tathea had left Hirioth for the Eastern Shore. It had stood before him in the glade, a giant woken from sleep, and he had frozen with terror, incapable of fighting or running.

It was Tathea who had rescued him, seizing his arm and scrambling, half lifting him up the great oak tree until at last the beast grew bored and shambled away. But Sadokhar had never forgotten that faced with the unknown, he could fail.

Now he rode through the night past the guards at the city gates, and out on to the moonlit road eastward. Last night had taught him many things. Deep in his heart with an immovable ache was the knowledge that Tathea was vulnerable. Perhaps she was not immortal as he had always assumed, not incapable of any wound but that to the soul. Her body and her will could be broken. Armageddon must not wait.

Kor-Assh had not yet come. They had sent no embassy  north to Ulfin, but last night had also taught Sadokhar that the last words of the prophecy meant exactly what it said. Before Tathea could take the keys from Asmodeus, he must walk the earth himself. They must be taken from his hand, not some vision of them grasped so easily from where he had placed them on the Book. That had been a threat, a gesture of his power. Sadokhar should have known it. Asmodeus would never have left them could they be stolen so simply.

And yet Sadokhar had the one key that was not of this world, but of another, far more terrible, and if he used it then he could seek out Asmodeus, face him, and goad him into bringing the legions of hell to begin the final war.

He rode hard all night, following the old Imperial road from the Heartlands to the sea, as he and Tathea had done when he first left Hirioth with her.

He passed villages and towns and saw the glow of torches in windows, the thousand peaceful homes filled with laughter and pain, passion and triviality, each one seeking untold dreams. He felt an ache of love for everything they were, and could be. The night wind was soft on his cheek, carrying the scent of herbs and trodden grass, and the vast distances of the night. Far away, water gleamed under the moon like the polished surface of a mirror.

He lifted his face towards it and felt his heart tighten inside him. He could never love the beauty of it enough. He had loved Hirioth with its ancient trees, its beasts, its millions of whispering leaves. He had loved the great bare mountains of the Wastelands arching up to the wind-driven clouds. Above all he had loved the storm-racked, surf-booming beauty of the Eastern Shore with its endless skies and pale, rib-streaked sands.

If it really were hell which lay beyond the portal in Sylum, then he might never see the world again with its familiar, precious and terrible wonder. He would be somewhere else . . . Alone? And if not, with whom? Spirits of  those who had denied God and everything He had made and loved? Even to imagine it was unbearable.

He stared at the silver light across the arch of heaven, and the sleeping earth beneath.

If he did not go, if he stayed here, loving it, and Armageddon came at another time, when he, Ardesir and Sardriel were dead and Tathea left alone and weakened by doubt and the waiting, the crushing disappointment, then Asmodeus might win . . . No, more than that – he would win!

There was no decision to make. But if he gave himself time to think of all it meant then his courage might fail him. Now that he had seen the choices clearly he had no escape. It was not his mission to fight Armageddon as he had believed all his life, but to provoke it. That was the great and terrible service he could do the world he loved so fiercely. It would demand from him the ultimate sacrifice.

He turned his horse and started to ride down again towards the sea. It was time to stop thinking and just do it; give fear no room.

It had been sunset when side by side he and Tathea had first breasted this rise and seen the ruins of the great city below them, flushed with the colours of the dying day.

He remembered his indrawn breath of amazement even now, twenty years after. At their backs the west had burned in a sea of gold, shards of fire stretching across a scalding sun, feathered clouds like the vast underside of some world-folding wing hung, closing in the sky.

In front of them the pillared streets had been lent an illusion of beauty. It did not matter that the columns supported the empty air. The black scars of smoke melted into indigo, no more than shadows on the ochre, peach and rose of the crumbling walls. They had been too far away to see the wreckage of pavements, or that the green was not the gentle order of gardens but the thick riot of thrusting weeds. Thistle heads were amethyst lamps in the sunset; ivy and bindweed strangled the last of the unbroken columns  and loaded the arches with clinging weights of vine.

He had seen the tears on Tathea’s face, not understanding then that those shattered glories were the wreckage of a nation she had known and loved.

They had gone down into it in silence together. He remembered a moth fluttering lazily past his cheek on silken shadow wings. The colours had deepened, turned to the violet of night. They had chosen not to sleep in the ruins, but rather in a hollow in the summer grass near the top of the cliffs.

Now in the dawn light he gazed at the crumbling mortar, the cracks where the scarlet lichen and the velvet-soft, creeping mosses covered the marble and the limestone. Tendrils pushed up through the ancient floors, lifting the tiny coloured mosaic pieces a hair’s breadth a day, until they lay like so many bright, random pebbles on a shore.

Here was the forum and the great state buildings. Sadokhar stared around him at the rows of columns, the flights of steps, the arches. There to the left were the military headquarters, the courts of justice and the libraries, the embassies of foreign princes . . .

He did not hear the soft footfall behind him, no more than the rustle of night wind in the weeds. It was the voice that jerked him back with a stab of fear.

‘There’s little here except ghosts and rubble,’ it said. ‘But perhaps if you listen at twilight you will hear the echoes of a hundred thousand marching feet that have trodden the battlefields of the world.’

Sadokhar swivelled and stared at the man before him. He could see little but the dim orb of his head and the outline of his robes. He was even thinner than he had been twenty years ago, almost wraith-like, and his feet made no sound whatever on the pavement.

‘Orocyno?’ Sadokhar whispered, his heart pounding.

Orocyno peered at him in the broadening light. ‘I remember you,’ he said softly, his voice like a sigh in the wind. ‘You came here before, with the woman.’

‘You told me you were the last priest of the Light Bearers.’

‘So I am.’ There was the suggestion of a smile on his lips, of pride in him.

Sadokhar looked around at the decaying stones. ‘There’s no one here.’

‘Oh, there are people!’ Orocyno assured him. ‘Not here, not now – but one day.’

‘When?’

The smile was certain, secretive. ‘The future . . . the past. Time is not what you think. But I cannot tell you – it is forbidden.’

‘The gateway – ’

Orocyno shivered, moving back a step as if Sadokhar had threatened him in some way. ‘You can’t use it! I found it and it is mine alone.’

‘Into the past . . .’ Sadokhar said gently. ‘Into time.’

Orocyno nodded, the widening light silver on the folds of his cloak, as if it were formed of mist. The dry skin of his cheek seemed almost translucent.

‘One door?’ Sadokhar asked.

Orocyno shook his head. ‘Two.’ His voice was barely a sigh. ‘I have not the key to the door beyond, nor do I want it.’

‘I have it. Open the first for me, and I will open the second myself.’

‘I can’t!’ Orocyno took another step back, fear making him waver like an image on ruffled water. ‘Every time I use the portal it weakens it!’

‘But you do use it!’ This time Sadokhar stepped towards him.

Orocyno shuddered violently. ‘I can’t help it! It pulls me! I fight – but I lose. I swear I won’t, but always one day or another, I go through.’ He drew in his breath.

Sadokhar closed his hand over the black key in his pocket. ‘Take me.’

‘I can’t!’

‘Yes you can – and you will.’

Orocyno shrank away.

‘You want to be part of the Light Bearers?’ Sadokhar challenged him. ‘Do you want to be remembered in the history of the worlds as the last and the greatest of them?’

Orocyno’s eyes shone as if the fire of the dawn had been lit inside him. The sky was brimming with light spreading a path of silver shivering across the sea. ‘What must I do?’ His breath sighed from him in words barely audible.

‘Open the first door for me,’ Sadokhar answered.

‘It will weaken the portal!’ Orocyno said again.

‘I know. Do it.’

His head high, Orocyno turned towards the light and seemed almost to float across the pavement floor between the thistles, and Sadokhar followed him. Whatever Armageddon was, and he did not know, it was better to be beaten than to have died without ever facing the Enemy and fighting with all the energy of his soul.




It was over an hour after the door was locked that Sardriel and Ardesir managed to open it, and Tathea rode after Sadokhar.

She knew evil as he never had, right from the night over five hundred years ago when she had awoken to find her child dead and the palace in Shinabar overrun. That had been prompted by Tiyo-Mah, her mother-in-law, who had purchased the murder of her son and her grandson in order to keep her own power.

Tathea had been exiled, and years later returned as Isarch herself, but she had had no vengeance on Tiyo-Mah. She remembered with a chill, even here safe on the Island, how she had gone to the ancient palace in Thoth-Moara to face the old woman, and found her there with the golden dwarf, and the room filled with the suffocating spirits of the dead, unrepentant and unforgiven. She had taken armed men with her, but Tiyo-Mah had gone down into the underground chambers, and  there, in the treasure store-house, had turned and walked into the wall . . . and through it.

The golden dwarf had said she had gone into time, and would one day return for her own vengeance on Tathea, who had deposed her, not once but twice. He had taught her the arts of necromancy, a raiser of the spirits of the merciless dead, those who had looked upon the light, and chosen the darkness.

Had Tiyo-Mah gone through the portal in Thoth-Moara to bring back her terrible army? Was that what lay beyond it – not time, but hell?

And in Sylum, what had the wraithlike Orocyno found through his gateway? Eternity, or simply the past with its angels and demons, its good and ill?

She had seen Sadokhar pick up the key from the floor and she knew he had taken it to open the doors of hell and let it loose in the world – to force Asmodeus’ hand in the beginning of Armageddon.

She had no need to think. She took the way eastwards towards the ruins of Sylum, and the portal Sadokhar knew.

It was dawn as she found the fork in the road and followed it across the soft hillside, down the incline, then over the last rise, and saw the city ahead of her as the light streamed on to the silent, weed-strewn pavements.

Her eyes searched for sight of Sadokhar. Could she be too late already? The wind moved between the pillars with a sigh, stirring the honeysuckle that twined corrosive fingers deeper into the marble columns carved to honour battles long since forgotten. In the evening it would send a web of fragrance into the air as sweet as wine. Now it was scentless in the cold sunrise.

Her eyes sought for movement. Surely at least Orocyno would be here?

But it was twenty years since she and Sadokhar had first seen him. Perhaps he was dead?

She was ashamed for the thrill of hope that surged up inside her. If he were no longer here, then Sadokhar would  not find the door. Or if he did, it would take time. How long had Orocyno been here before he had stumbled on its secret? Decades?

She started to move down the hill swiftly in the broadening light, travelling easily. She was almost at the first outlying villa, its walls crumbling outwards, thistles spearing through the courtyard stones, fountain filled with dust, when she saw Sadokhar’s dark figure fifty yards to her left, and below her, in the sunken amphitheatre. He was walking slowly, head high and stiff. His fists were clenched at his sides. She knew as if she could feel it within herself how the fear choked him.

She dismounted, looped the horse’s rein over the remains of a pillar, and started forward.

There was a movement to her left, little more than the shifting of a shadow across the stones. She turned, staring. She could barely make out the shape, the figure so insubstantial it could have been a curtain blowing in the wind, without flesh or bones inside it . . . except for the head. There was no hair, only a gleaming skull with deep-socketed eyes and fleshless lips: Orocyno, the priest who had found a deadly secret, and used it until it consumed him.

Sadokhar was closer to her than he was. She could call out to stop him. She drew in her breath and the cry was half strangled in her throat. Orocyno made no sign of hearing her.

But Sadokhar turned, staring directly at her.

‘Sadokhar!’ The word was a whisper swallowed in the wind. The sun was above the horizon now, a rose-clear light over the shattered stones.

He stared at her, waiting. The question was in his face – was she going to stop him? Was that what he wanted? To be relieved at the last moment from his terrible mission?

And what if she did not? Had he come trusting she would follow? If she now let him do this irrevocable thing, would he understand? Or would the child in him feel betrayed?

She knew the fear in him as if he had spoken it aloud. Failure! It was the unknown beyond the doorway, the monsters of soul.

Her voice choked, and yet she found the words. ‘You won’t fail,’ she said with certainty. ‘You know yourself this time.’

His eyes lingered on hers for a moment, then he turned and started to walk forwards again. Ahead of him Orocyno moved soundlessly over the stone steps as if his feet did not touch them.

Tathea watched and did not speak. She must not take the choice from him.

Orocyno was at the bottom of the steps. He cast no shadow. The sun poured into the amphitheatre like fire filling a bowl. It caught Sadokhar’s robe and edged it with flame. The dust at his feet was gold.

Sadokhar stopped. He did not turn to Tathea again. She watched his face, the angle of his body, and the wraith of Orocyno yielding.

She felt the warmth of the sun on her face and the grief freezing her heart as Sadokhar and Orocyno turned and walked together to a great archway carved with laurels and lilies, and passed into its shadows.

She waited. The sky was blue overhead. The birds still sang. The air smelled sweet and dry.

Orocyno came back. The wind blew his robes and there was nothing inside them. He was alone. Sadokhar did not return.

Tathea stood still for long minutes, as if waiting could somehow change what would happen. Would he find Asmodeus and lure him into starting the great and final war, or might he simply be lost in hell for ever? To lose him to that would be the end of laughter and peace in the heart, and a kind of love which was torn out of her as if from her own body.

Then she heard it, far away, beyond the stones of the portal, a thin, raucous screaming, a fury of voices that had  once been human, as if for an instant the door of hell had opened.




Sadokhar walked slowly through the archway in Sylum, staring around him at the carved stone. It was cracked in places where ivies had eaten it away, dark-stained with the rain of centuries. Ahead of him he could see a higher dome curving upwards. The floor was smoother, protected under a still unbroken roof and the years had not marred it so deeply.

Orocyno took a silver key from a pocket in his robe and fitted it into the lock of a great, coffered door, its panels rubbed satin-smooth. It swung open and Orocyno stepped through. Sadokhar followed and came into a long chamber.

The air was warm and a little dusty. It smelled very old. The wall beside him now was archaic sandstone carved with signs, and painted with terracotta and white, little pictures of figures like sticks. For a moment he thought he heard voices to his left, as if he were close to a vast room filled with a babble of sound. He saw massed people in rich and muted colours, bright sunlight through glass, then it dissolved. Orocyno was drawn towards it, his step quickening until the distance swallowed him and Sadokhar was alone.

In front of him was another door, darker, heavier than the first, its surface mirroring changing images as if some grotesque parody of life were playing out in front of it, and yet there was no one there but Sadokhar, and he stood motionless, the black key in his hand.

The lock was plain, unscarred as if it had never been turned. The decision was made. There was nothing to wait for. Fumbling only a little he put the key into the hole and turned it. It moved without the slightest effort, the door swinging open at a touch.

There was light in front of him – flat, white light, unlike the sun. There was something in its lifeless glare which  made his step falter. The air was still warm, and he was not touching the stone, yet inside he was chilled. There was no sound at all. Even his own feet were utterly silent. They hardly seemed to carry his weight on the smooth tiles.

He stood in the harsh glare of shadowless light. He raised his head, putting up his hand to shelter his eyes, but there was no sun, only a white sky stretching to the horizon without change.

Ahead of him the land sloped away, dry and sterile. As far as his eyes could see there were outcrops of rock in the rubble and dust, and piles of broken stones as if they had once been buildings. The air was motionless, clammy on the skin and it had a peculiar, stale odour as if it had been long closed in a dead space.

He could see no trees, no plants, not even any driftwood or bones. It was as if nothing had ever lived here. There were no footprints of beasts of any kind, no birds, not even insects.

At least half the rocks seemed cut and piled by art, long ruined now and holding not even memory of beauty. But there had once been life here, human life, at least. And human life did not survive without herbs, trees, grasses of the field.

Where should he look for Asmodeus? He could be anywhere! There was nothing to indicate in which direction even to begin.

Sadokhar glanced back at the portal and for a moment an infinite yearning filled him. He choked it back, put stones against the door to wedge it open, and started to walk, not with purpose so much as to give himself the illusion that he still had some mastery of himself. He was not here in a wasted sacrifice, although the fear of that had already entered his soul.

He had been moving only a short while – the shattered columns and the portal were still visible – when he heard a great shout, as if a thousand throats were roaring some tremendous cheer, but it was wordless, a senseless exultation.

He started to run, floundering in the dust, sending up clouds which clung to him, choking his breath, clinging in his nose and throat. He tried to sweep it away with his arms and staggered against an outcrop of rock, tearing his skin and feeling the sweat sting.

After a moment he started to climb a little through the defile in the rock, and had gone forty or fifty yards when suddenly the passage widened out. Ahead of him in a sunken amphitheatre stood a mass of beings, men and women crowded together so tightly their arms and legs seemed almost tangled. All their faces were lifted as one towards a single figure who stood high on a natural platform on the rock jutting out above them, only feet away from Sadokhar. She was an ancient woman, scrawny and almost bald, her black hair pulled tight across her high skull. Her nose was prominent, like the beak of some gigantic bird of prey, and her narrow shoulders were hunched like wings.

‘I will lead you to be great again!’ she told them. Her voice had no power, no timbre, yet it carried in the motionless air as if she had whispered in the ear of each one of them. ‘Take the courage of your wrongs and I will give you revenge upon those who have injured you!’ she cried. ‘Think of all that you could have had, all that was justly yours!’

Again the roar went up and she lifted her arms as if she would ride the wave of sound as a vulture would ascend on the currents of the air.

She began again, whipping up their anger, their sense of self-pity and blame, their passion for vengeance to collect payment for every slight, every defect and failure of life. Again and again they returned the great cry of adoration for her.

Sadokhar knew who she was. The certainty of it crystallised within him with edges that cut his mind. This was Tiyo-Mah, Tathea’s enemy from the birth of time to the end of it. She was promising these unpardoned dead some  prize on the earth she could never give them. Unless she had foreknowledge that one day someone would open the portal? Perhaps time had no meaning here, and whenever he had come through he would have found the same thing happening?

The wave of sound filled the amphitheatre again, buoying up the old woman as if it physically carried her. With a smile of triumph on her mouth, soft like perished silk, at last she turned away, and in facing back from the platform she saw Sadokhar.

Her surprise was unmistakable, though she masked it as soon as she could.

She walked through the cleft in the rock towards him, still just within sight of the mass of her followers, like a pale sea behind her.

‘So you are going to lead them back into the world?’ Sadokhar said quietly.

‘Fool!’ she spat under her breath. ‘No one leaves hell till the world ends . . . and perhaps not then. But there is a doorway into the past and I can take them one by one. It is enough for their dreams.’ She was staring at him, amazement growing in her eyes and a shadow that looked like fear.

‘The past?’ he said derisively. ‘Is that all?’

Now the amazement was certainty. Her lips parted in a smile of infinite cruelty. ‘Sadokhar! So you are dead! You failed! Five hundred years in the waiting, and after all that you are dead – and you fought no Armageddon!’ She started to laugh, a dry, hideous sound gurgling in her throat, incomparably coarse.

‘No, I’m not dead,’ he said very clearly. ‘I came here through the portal – as you did. Except I chose it. No one drove me here.’

Tiyo-Mah’s face flickered briefly with rage at the memory of Tathea’s victory long ago, but Sadokhar had seen the place to taunt her.

He put a little swagger into his stance. ‘There is no  Armageddon, nor will there be,’ he said. ‘Tathea is too strong. Asmodeus won’t win this world – in my lifetime or any other. There is peace in the Island at the Edge of the World, just as Iszamber foretold. The light still burns there, and it always will. We have wine and fruit, timber and grain, silk, precious gems of the earth. Travellers sit at our tables from all over the world and listen to her wisdom.’

‘So you have left all of that to come here?’ Tiyo-Mah said with grating disbelief.

‘I’ve come to find Asmodeus,’ he replied, smiling.

Her hairless eyebrows shot up. ‘Asmodeus!’ Then she started to laugh, this time wild and hysterical, soaring upward out of control, ricocheting from the narrow walls of the cleft. It was a maniacal sound, and yet unmistakably human in this lifeless landscape.

Then abruptly she stopped. ‘Asmodeus isn’t here, you fool! Erebus is his place – not this!’ She jabbed a long, crooked finger at the dust around her. Then she started to laugh again, but there was only malicious pleasure in it, quiet, back in her control. Her eyes never left his face.

He knew she spoke the truth and his whole wild plan crumbled. The key to hell had gained him nothing!

What could he salvage? What was there left to do? He stared at the fearful woman in front of him. Surely there was evil enough in her to lead the forces of destruction, and then Asmodeus would have to follow? He could hardly allow her either victory, or defeat!

‘I’m sure you’ll do as well,’ he lied. He looked beyond her to the throng of people still waiting for her to return. ‘Keep your promise to them. What is Queen of Hell worth, compared with leader of an army on earth? And how long will you keep them, with nothing to offer? Have they loyalty?’ Now he was jeering and he saw the flare of anger in Tiyo-Mah as she recognised it.

‘You serve Tathea,’ she said softly now, her shoulders hunched, her head forward like an animal’s preparing to leap. ‘Why would you want me to enter the world?’

He knew she would ask. He must offer her something she could not resist, bait to catch an angel of the Pit. ‘If Asmodeus will not come while she is alive, then you must,’ he replied. His heart shivered with fear. ‘Offer him Tathea, broken, defeated in her strength, and all her warriors with her! He will make you his consort in eternity. You will have won the right.’

‘Liar!’ she said between her clenched teeth, but her eyes shone. ‘You will die, but she never will! Do you think I don’t know that? She is as old as I am, all but a few years.’ She held up one rope-veined arm, the flesh hanging loose, jerking fingers to display her contempt for the moments of time the difference represented.

Now he taunted her back, blue eyes wide. ‘A few years? Her face is smooth, her hair thick and black. She walks upright, dances, rides, wields a sword as well as any man. She has laughter and life and friends she loves. And when she does leave the earth, it will not be for this!’ He too flicked his hand to indicate the arid waste around them.

Tiyo-Mah’s face suffused with dark blood and her body began to tremble with a rage and hunger that devoured her like a fever. The sweat glistened on the bald dome of her forehead and through the thin strands of hair over her skull.

‘You think you can beat me?’ she screamed. ‘Fool! Imbecile! You know nothing. I’ll destroy everyone she loves, one by one, and she’ll watch, and her soul will bleed.’

Sadokhar knew he had succeeded, and he was washed over with fear. She was more terrible than anything Tathea had told him of, more than the imagination of nightmare could have created, because she was real. The remnants of humanity were unmistakable in her, calling out like the most hideous, and totally familiar in himself. Had he been less sickened he might have backed away; as it was he stood motionless, not in courage or defiance, but paralysis.

Then Tiyo-Mah turned and stalked back to the rock outcrop on which he had first seen her. The crowd broke  into another crescendo of applause, and she raised her arms to them, letting the noise thunder around her until it finally subsided and the crowd stood waiting, faces uplifted.

‘The time is come!’ she cried out. ‘We are ready and the portal to the world is open. Asmodeus is not yet come, so I will lead you against the world and we shall win, and then present him with the prize!’

They began to cheer again, this time a rhythmic chanting of her name, mounting into a climax of sound that was almost unbearable.

As Tiyo-Mah lowered her arms the ground on which the people stood began to shift and heave as five craters appeared, hollowed out beneath their feet and they slithered and fell, howling, into the depths.

As they struggled they began to twine around one another, fighting helplessly, first arms and then legs, writhing together, contorting, backs arched, mouths gaping in silent screaming as if they were compelled against their will. In hideous battle like a pit of snakes, they melted into one another.

A stench arose of open sores, of rotting, pustulant flesh. Intestines belched forth, slimed over with black blood.

Sadokhar gagged and sank to his knees, overcome with nausea, but he could not drag his eyes from the sight in case one of the monstrosities should come towards him.

Eventually no more than five huge men stood on the sand, their muscles still swelling and shrinking as the separate entities fought for freedom from the imprisoning flesh, and were trapped. The agony was unimaginable.

Tiyo-Mah stared at them with a slow smile spreading across her face, then she lifted her head back and uttered a long, thin wail which filled the arena and rose to the flat sky above. It seemed to hang in the air long after it had ceased as if the enclosing silence remembered it.

Then at each of the entrances to the arena four figures appeared, all mounted on beasts, one at each gateway.  They were the Lords of Sin. Even Tiyo-Mah shivered at the sight of them, but she did not retreat.

‘The portal to the world is open,’ she said, not loudly, but her voice seemed cradled and magnified by the rock. ‘We can go through into the days and nights, into the colour, into the sounds and visions of the flesh.’

There seemed an endless wait. Then one of the four figures came forward leading a white mule dressed in colourless trappings, and stopped in front of Tiyo-Mah. He was tall and slender, dressed as a legionary of the old Camassian Empire, and his face was serene, perfect featured, his skin smooth as sunrise. Only his eyes were brilliant with desire. His name was Ulciber.

‘Give me a body,’ he said softly. ‘Let me taste the wine and the peaches, let me feel the ground under my feet or the wind on my face.’

Tiyo-Mah hesitated.

He turned away as if to go.

‘Possess mine,’ she said hoarsely. ‘For a day!’

He stopped. ‘A day?’ he said, still with his back to her.

‘A day each year!’ she amended, holding out her hand.

He touched it incredulously. ‘For ever?’ he breathed.

‘We shall win!’ she said with scalding conviction, snatching her hand back. ‘Then we shall have all worlds!’

His shoulders relaxed and he turned back to her smiling, and offered her the mule. She mounted it, hauling herself unaided into the saddle and turning the creature’s head so she led the procession away from Sadokhar, towards the portal.

He slithered in sudden haste as he moved from his place in the rock cleft, back over the jagged stones and ran through the dust the way he had come, breathless, the sweat streaming on his skin.

The horsemen seemed oblivious of him. He half crouched behind a pile of broken boulders. Not one of the riders glanced to right or left, but followed Tiyo-Mah on to the smooth surface like ancient paving before the arch of  the portal. Never once did he see her turn to ascertain their obedience. Her face was lit with a terrible appetite as if her heart already tasted the vengeance she had waited for for half a millennium.

The second one in the outlandish procession was a dwarf, squat and broad, dressed in a glittering coat of diamond-shaped panes, yellow as gold, shimmering even in this heatless light. His eyes were agate-coloured, with pupils like a goat’s, and he seemed to be so immensely heavy that the sway-backed creature that carried him staggered, its feet sinking deep into the dust and leaving three-clawed footprints behind.

After him came the man who had struck the bargain with Tiyo-Mah. He rode a blue-roan horse, almost iridescent, like the sheen on rotted flesh, bruised dark. Watching motionlessly, Sadokhar felt as if at a touch it might fall away, corrupted to the core. The breath strangled in his lungs. There was not enough air to fill them.

The fourth was a huge man with mighty shoulders, bold eyes and thick lips. His hair curled richly from his brow. He wore chain armour and carried a long sword, unsheathed and stained with blood. The horse he rode was red as fire and vivid as destruction. Its hoofs left charred imprints even in the sterile dust.

Sadokhar knew them all from Tathea’s words in his youth. The golden dwarf was Azrub, Lord of Delusion; the ageless soldier, Ulciber, the Corrupter of Souls; terror was the realm of Cassiodorus, his rage recalled from the journey of the spirit. Tathea had not seen him in life, but his parting words of hate had never left her.

Then came the five creatures from the vast throng which had filled the amphitheatre, their faces indistinguishable as they still melted into one another, forming and reforming in a legion of tangled spirits. One turned for an instant, and Sadokhar saw with skin-crawling horror the eyes, terrible with the warring of souls and the knowledge that they were locked for eternity in an embrace of destruction.

They were those who had lived with cruelty, filth and lies, unrepentant after death. Even in the presence of light and the gift of redemption, they had chosen their darkness. They pressed forward now through the gateway into the world again, to become Lords of the Undead.

Last of all came a rider on a black horse. He was clothed in black, a ragged cloak hanging like torn wings from his shoulders, his hair a night shadow over his head. His face was broad-nosed and thin-lipped, and the end of all hope was in his eyes. He left no trace on the arid landscape, as if it were his own and it held him so familiar it did not feel his passing.

This was he whom Tathea had faced and beaten off on the battlefield of the Western Shore, but now he was renewed, the last and strongest of all the Lords of Sin, Yaltabaoth, who held the power of despair.

One by one they passed under the archway and disappeared until only Yaltabaoth was left.

Sadokhar felt the black key in his pocket and his hand closed over it. He must wait until they were all through.

Yaltabaoth hesitated and turned. He looked directly at Sadokhar and his thin lips parted in a smile. He lifted his hand and in it was a key. He held it up.

Sadokhar tightened his own hand – it was empty.

Yaltabaoth tossed his key into the air and it vanished, then he swivelled in the saddle and rode through the archway and was gone, leaving Sadokhar alone in the rubble.




Chapter Three

Tathea waited in the ruins of Sylum till the sun rose with a glory of light, splashing warm radiance over the stones and picking out the vines in clarity, leaf by leaf. She stood sheltered behind a vine-coloured pillar, watching where Sadokhar had gone.

Then the stillness was broken by the emergence of an extraordinary figure from the archway. In spite of the centuries, Tathea knew her immediately. It was Tiyo-Mah, riding a white mule, its trappings scarlet and gold, and behind her came the Lords of Delusion, Corruption, Terror and Despair. After them, on foot, shambled four creatures unlike any she had seen before, muscles bulging beneath purple-black skin scarred and pitted, as if from innumerable pustules burst and healed over years. One was bull-necked, another lantern-jawed, a third rodent-like, thin, sharp-nosed. They trooped behind as Tiyo-Mah turned south towards the sea.

Alone, and cold in spite of the sun, Tathea crept down to the archway and under its shadow. She searched its crumbling stones, and those of the next arch, and the next, but there was no door, nothing but more rubble and broken columns, shattered pillars and mosaics of long ago.

At last, as the sun was high and bright, she mounted her horse and rode fast back to Tyrn Vawr, to tell Sardriel and Ardesir that Armageddon had begun.

She reached the courtyard of the castle and slid from her horse. Knowing what she did, she felt as if now it should  all have been hideously different, a darkness in the very air. And yet the flowers still bloomed in the sun and two guards stopped mid-laughter as they saw her and snapped to attention.

‘Find Ardesir and Lord Sardriel!’ she shouted, gasping for breath. She turned to her horse, looking for a groom to care for it. It stood head down, foam-flanked. ‘Where is everyone?’

A page appeared and she gave him orders to take the animal, and before he was gone Sardriel came down the steps from the main door, a quill still in his hand, his face pale.

‘He went to Sylum.’ Tathea cut the silence. ‘He found the doorway to hell.’

Ardesir came from the other door and stood at her elbow.

She clenched her hands and stood motionless, forcing herself to breathe deeply, to keep her voice steady. ‘He went through, and I waited. It was nearly an hour, then Tiyo-Mah came out.’ She described the procession she had seen, and what she knew of them.

‘And Sadokhar?’ Sardriel whispered.

She shook her head minutely. ‘No. I . . . I looked in the arch. There was no doorway left. I don’t know how to find it.’

Ardesir opened his mouth to speak but he could find no words adequate. She could see behind his eyes his imagination racing. He knew all the subtle, ancient legends of darkness. The possibilities of evil were boundless. He was struggling to understand how she could have allowed it to happen.

Tathea looked away from him to Sardriel, and saw in his dark eyes pity, and a flash of grief which caught at her heart. Then it was concealed as if it had never been, and he nodded very slightly.

‘It was a terrible price to pay,’ he said quietly. ‘And I don’t know how we shall win the battle without him.’

How could he be so certain, and so resigned? The unblemished light of his mind was a sublime asset to their forces, but still she longed for some human vulnerability like her own, an instant’s crying against the loss. Was the pain in him only an illusion, imagined from her own wound? She looked back at him, knowing her anger was in her face and wanting him to see it.

‘We must get him back!’ Ardesir protested. ‘There must be a way!’ He turned to Tathea, his eyes brilliant with pleading.

‘I don’t know what it is. We can only pray,’ she answered. ‘Search and pray.’

Sardriel reached out his hand as if he would touch her, then let it fall.

Tathea turned again to Ardesir. ‘Tiyo-Mah went towards the sea. She will take a ship for Shinabar. That is the seat of her ancient power, and the country she will find easiest to corrupt. You must follow her and learn what she means to do. Watch her, listen and send word back.’

He nodded. He required no further explanation, and if he was afraid he masked it in his steady gaze.
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