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Dramatis Personae


Agathon City

AYILIA, Regent, House of Kiya, the Lord General of the X Gemina Brotherhood of Knights 

Doge LERANG, parliamentary ruler of the Panchayat (government of Agathon)

Provost BARRIK, leader of the opposition

JACOB and LORELAI MILANDRA KELCREST, Ayilia’s ex-lovers and citizens of Agathorn

JARRAK, Ayilia’s mentor in her youth

MANNFERLAING, Doge’s courtier

FIRST AGATHON DEFENCE GENEERAL SCHORNHAMEL, military leader during Ayilia’s embattled youth

X Gemina Brotherhood

Captain AARON

Lieutenant KEMET, Ayilia’s mentor

Second Lieutenant NESSAN

Private SOREN

Private KOFI

Private CALEB

The Pit

VESPASIAN, Pro Consul of The Pit

Captain STILGEN

Lieutenant REENA

FELM, Centurion

SULLA, past Pro Consul of the Pit

TUGOR, common soldier

BASTUBIC, common soldier

ZEAMUS, common soldier

GLECK, common soldier

TALOROUS, Centurion

Vespasian’s Sythian Siblings (Generals of the Goat)

MABIUS

OTHO

VITALLIUS

Military Units of Nethergeist (Present)

LIFELESS, automated soldiers replacing the Imperial Carnivore Legion of the past

LUBBERKIN, giant, hairy creatures used to drag large weapons of war

Imperial Magi, Centurions, legionnaires, ballista operators, archers, slingshots, optios (communications)

Military Units of Nethergeist (Past)

IMPERIAL MAGI, sorcerers serving the Goat

WIRRAL, Imperial Carnivore Legion

WOLVERINE, Imperial Carnivore Legion

GOBLIN, Imperial Carnivore Legion

PROTO-GOBLINS, Imperial Carnivore Legion

VENSA, Imperial airborne demon

Asthen Magi Raiders of the Ascendancy

Commander BARRACKUS

Major SHEYNA

Captain ADIRA

Captain SKYRON

Captain LARS

Dust Tracker ANDROMEDUS

Private GORLAN

Private DAYLA

Krayal

Elder MAROUKISH

Elder AMATASHTAR of the Ahiram (a Krayal clan). Also, member of the nomad council convened in times of danger

Elder RETARI

Chief SEFTUS

Chief’s Second JARONG G’LAITH

Others

THE GOAT (Abomination, God, Imperator, Undying One), Emperor of the Universe

REGALLION, the First Federal Administrator of the Outer Rim Prefecture zone X1

First Gryphon Sceptre AGELFI Bil’Hazen, a mage, an alleged Heretic of the Resistance and Ayilia’s tutor

AL KIMIYA, alleged necromantic terrorist

CHRONICLER, storyteller

PROWLERS, Lifeless mounts which require little nourishment, if any

PHYSICAL FEATURES

SIRUS, MYRA, and DEMON, suns

NERO KaSeti, titanic world orbiting in tandem. Has its own moons

ZEINKARST, volcanic peaks north of the Agathon Stretch in the Rantor Ranges

GAUNTLET CLASP, tail end of the Zeinkarst

I’ANSANSIE LEAVES, used for tea



Points of Interest

THE UNCERTAINTY DOCTORATE, THE DISEQUILIBRIUM PARADOX OF SPITE, which details that vast organizations like the Imperium have too much weight and resource to support the moral bankruptcy of the eternal hoax of power and greed, and will consequently fall.

JI’NAA, the purest stage of being for any Magi, when soul, thought, and mind combine to create the ultimate being.



DEMON UNITS under DEMON MONARCH

SLACKEN, elite demon Vanguard

The HERETICAL BLASPHMEMERS OF TOOTH AND CLAW, demon advance

LEGION OF THE SWINE

LEGION OF THE UNJUST AND MOST CRUEL

LEGION OF THE SUCKLING PIG, led by War Wraith Ahriman

SCAVENGER CALVARY

AVENGER BLOODFEST LEGIONS

ANATHEMATIC COURT OF THE MOST LOATHED, demon court







  
  











“I remember the originals before Abandonment. My father used to deal with them; sometimes, he brought me to the Occupied Territories. He wanted me to understand from an early age what it’s like. They were vicious, brutal. Remember, this was after the Treaty. Discussions were fraught—the Lifeless were always volatile, sometimes frenzied; they were nothing like the Pro Consul’s recalcitrant brood who seem to hate him more than us. Occasionally, one would … lose it, for no reason. 
The X Gemina, our soldiers, are heavily armed, but I saw a berserker take out two of our men. It only took a moment, but what he did to them … 
Anything could go wrong, and it often did. One mistake, one sudden move … they hate us; they loathe us. Every one of them is bred to believe in their calcified superiority over anything that lives, especially those who escape their rule, so they loathe us twice as much.”

                              - Ayilia, Regent of the House of Kiya, addressing the human council. 
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Chapter one

Descent!





“Witch!” 

The rock just missed her head. It would have struck her if there hadn’t been a piercing flash from the gathering squall. The light caught the blur just in time. Even so, Ayilia barely spotted the intruder’s shadow as he rushed at her through the gravestones. She reached for her broadsword instinctively, but it wasn’t there. Hardly surprising. It was, after all, her father’s funeral. 

“You work for the Imperium!” 

The man lunged at her. Ayilia dodged behind an ornate family tomb. The blade he’d pulled out clanged into the stone’s edge with a slew of rock powder. The decrepit granite crumbled easily. Her hand grappled at the loosened chunks of rubble and old sand.  

“You’re the Goat’s concubine!” His teeth were pearls in the light. “I won’t let you sell us to the Lifeless!” 

He circled the headstone, panting hard. She watched his eyes, not once taking her gaze away from their maniacal glint. He lunged again, but she ducked and smacked the stone shard she’d fumbled from the tomb into his scalp. He stared mutely at her, a spurt of blood checkering his puckered cheeks. As he slumped to his knees, Ayilia slammed her boot into his chest, and he fell backwards.   

Two guards clanked into view, though not with the urgency her father would have expected had he still been in charge. She inhaled deeply, steadying herself. The rock lay near her feet, the man’s blood still shining dully on the sharpest edge. One of the guards kneeled on the stricken figure and tied his hands with leather straps. 

The other regarded Ayilia. “Ma’am … you alright?”

She nodded.

“Don’t know how he got through …” The guard helped hoist the man upright. “We’ll make sure it won’t happen again.” 

Ayilia gave a curt nod, and they turned away. 

“Like you care,” she hissed, almost inaudibly. 

Both intruder and guards disappeared. The cemetery was hers again. She mulled over whether to call in more soldiers, but decided the security of the cremation was best placed in her hands. For the hundredth time, tears began to well, but she was determined not to let the acidic stares of the waiting dignitaries outside have the satisfaction of seeing her grieve. She swallowed them back.  

Ayilia could see her father’s coffin. The arcane rituals demanded that she be alone for the part when he was set to burn, and she was almost grateful. The way things were going, being alone was safer.

In the ebbing light, the white-blue spires of Agathon city gleamed far below like freshly-scrubbed bone, the sea a silver slab against the brooding dun of the approaching superstorm. 

Sirus, the red giant, was fading into scarlet obsolescence on the horizon beyond the graveyard’s broken skyline. The star’s tiny siblings, the twins, Myra and Demos, would soon follow. People watched in suspicion from the streets, piazzas, and shores, far beneath the plateau that housed the whitened tomb yard. 

Tentatively, with tears threatening again to well, Ayilia approached the open coffin. She would have to be quick. She placed a shield across the chest of her father. It glinted against the tawny hue his hand. He lay there, serene, in a dark, green-gold tunic. An impressive Kestrel long sword, embossed with fierce Gryphons down the hilt, lay to one side. 

He looked paradoxically healthy for a man who had been sickened to the quick by an incurable and mysterious necromantic virus, one that had lasted decades. His eyes were sewn shut, and his frame was a still spectre in a box. The pallbearers would lift his corpse onto the central pyre at the apex of the granite necropolis, and he’d burn brightly for the crowds. His death-light would flare into the coming night. He would burn for everyone; Ayilia would just burn internally. In that moment of darkness, she imagined the faces of the three people that once loved her: Aaron, Jacob, and Lorelai. If she didn’t sort the newly elected zealots out, she’d be alone forever—or dead. 

The suns disappeared behind the horizon in a final, blinding flourish, setting off the quartz in the shrines. The crypts were grim silhouettes, the corroded sea stained like blood. The dignitaries, courtesans, and nobles, the great and the bad, all waited. They leaned forwards, searching for facial giveaways, a ruin to wade in, garish mannequins under the clash of the clouds. Lightning broke the sky. In that moment, Ayilia caught the fleeting image of the approaching funeral lighter among the whitened crypts. 

Her blood froze. This time, the tears ran hard and fast. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The dignitaries shuffled impatiently outside the boneyard. Crestfallen, Ayilia smothered the signs of grief and looked up. The storm was growing into a violent one, just as the pyre was about to be lit. She wouldn’t have been surprised if it stretched all the way to the Pit, hundreds of leagues away, and its witless, abandoned Consul. Either way, they didn’t have much time.

“Ma’am…?” 

Ayilia started. It didn’t look dignified to jump, but she hadn’t seen the guard coming. A tomb rodent suddenly bobbed off.

“You’ve disturbed the Time of Solitude!” 

His reply was soft but brusque. “I was sent.” Another flash of lightning. His face was hard, contemptuous.

“Without these customs, no matter how arcane they seem, I can’t imagine what we have left!” She didn’t believe it for a moment, but she had to say something. Even so, Ayilia heard her old mentor’s voice growling from the darkness inside. 

Play the game, Ayilia, or it will play you! 

Old Jarrak could never shut up. Used to drive her to frustration, but she dearly missed him now.

“Sorry, ma’am,” the man muttered, placing one knee on the ground before changing his mind and standing back up. After all, she wasn’t her father. “It’s the city council, the Panchayet. They desire an audience.”

Ayilia took a deep breath. The man at the graveyard was the second person to attack her today, and now the newly elected jackals wanted in. The surge of rage inside masked her anguish, albeit fleetingly. She’d been preparing for this moment for years, for her father to finally give into the coma, but the pain was worse than she’d ever imagined. 

The Panchayet’s timing was appalling.

“Are they serious? Can’t they at least wait till their marionette has burned her last parent, the only living relative she had left?”

“There’s been a … development. It requires your immediate attention.” 

She stared in heartbroken disbelief, desperate to keep her eyes dry. She refused to look weak in front of his merciless scowl. “I’ve spent my whole life at the council’s beck and call. All I ask is a moment to mourn the only family I have.”

Hesitation. The guard fumbled with his sword hilt, then looked up. His eyes betrayed cruelty that had been absent when her father continued to slumber in his delirium. His death should have meant her ascension—it seemed to have corroded the only authority she had left.

“I don't believe this can … with all due respect. The council are gathered already, in full session.”

That dread rose again, tearing at her soul. 

There was a low growl of thunder. Again, she tried to mask her unease, but the growing strength of the lightning revealed the slightest expressions. “Impressive … full attendance. Miraculous, considering the council must have had as much notice as me!” He looked mystified. She tried not to snap, but fear made her prickly. “That means no notice at all, or can they fly? Even then, they would’ve been late.”

He stared back mutely. He was official Panchayat Honour Security trussed in baroque green robes, lustrous black chain mail, purple cingulum, and soot-dark trousers. The Panchayat emblem, a dove and a fig, were fastened into the mail. It matched her arm crest, a gryphon astride an image of the three suns. The beast represented the people, and the sun the House of Kiya, her family. Symbols had once been everything. 

Ayilia smiled weakly to look authoritative. It was likely unconvincing. “I'll join them, but as they were notified well in advance of their nominal puppet, I hope I can be forgiven for delaying a few moments longer.”

The guard’s eyebrows came together as he mouthed the word ‘nominal’ to himself. The rain came. Patters of water speckled down their fronts. At the least, it would hide the tears. 

“Please, could you tell them?” She smiled again with more success. “You can leave out the puppet bit if you like. I just want to mourn my father!”

He nodded slightly and made his way towards the shimmering city still visible below, now pinpricked with an adornment of lights. The council was already gnawing her waning rulership to the bone, and she’d only officially been regent half a day. The tombs lit up in bleached rows under the gaze of the squall. Grasses tussled against the soughing of a strengthened wind. As the flames consumed the penultimate of her bloodline, Ayilia held her hands to her face and, finally, loudly, allowed herself to grieve for real, bathed in a rain that only got harder.


      [image: image-placeholder]“I love you.”

Ayilia pivoted round on her saddle to stare at the mounted figure next to her. The horses were matted tendons of mercury, their shoulder muscles bunched like leviathans’ fingers. Though this was now ten years ago, it still felt fresh, raw. 

“What did you say?”   

“You heard… dimwit,” came the laughing reply. 

With that, Lorelai, eyes gleaming like moons, gripped her reigns and rode hard towards a weald on the edge of a league-high, white precipice overlooking a waxy, puce-coloured sea. Ayilia urged her horse through the silvered bark of the glade, past boulders patinaed with saffron sprays of rich lichen, and along the cliffs themselves. Lorelai remained ahead; she always did. Her form was haloed by rainbows thrown up by the salt spray and floating clouds of thick surf froth carried by the wind, even from that distance. It landed around them in bubbling clumps like creamy sorbet. Ayilia was an adequate rider, but Lorelai was the best she’d ever seen. On they rode, sending capricious coveys of shingle down the face of the rise in ivory shoals.

“Enough … God’s sake, enough!” Ayilia screamed joyously, her eyes puckered with frantic mirth.

Lorelai turned round, even as she rode. “Why?” 

“Why do you think?”

“Because. I’m a better rider than you?”

“You’re better at everything,” Ayilia gasped. “I can … barely breathe!”

“Okay then…” Lorelai said, voice tinkling. “Now that you’ve finally admitted it.” 

Lorelai slowed and let the panting regent and her equally gasping mount pull up beside her perfectly calm horse.

“You unbelievable…” 

Ayilia didn’t finish. Instead, she grabbed the woman’s cheeks with urgency and thrust them against her own. They kissed passionately on their horses, the tidal breeze merging their flowing tresses. Eventually, Lorelai carefully pulled away, mouth moist from the other’s ardour.

“I didn’t know,” Ayilia eventually said, “that you really felt that way.” 

Lorelai smiled. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it, since I’ve opened up about anything. But… well, that’s something I just don’t do. I’m sorry, I don’t do… trust.”

Ayilia looked down, her eyes soft tarns in a winter sunrise. “Don’t be. I’m just not used to hearing it. I guess it goes with my … situation. No one stays long.”

“That’s not quite true, is it?” Lorelai replied. 

“Well, Aaron was an ass and couldn’t stay long anywhere, even if it was a free mead factory, and Jacob … never mind.”

Lorelai frowned, her face becoming as hard as tin. Ayilia instinctively recoiled. She loathed that look. Lorelai’s moods could switch at the drop of a hat. She could cut anyone off in the space of a heartbeat. It made getting close to her fiendishly challenging.  

“That’s just it, Ayilia. The truth is, as you said, people can’t handle your role, and, if I have to be honest, neither can I.” She looked away as if embarrassed, but when she finally looked back, the hardness was still there. It was hardly surprising. Lorelai was a hawkshaw for the local constabulary. It wasn’t a place that usually took on women, and she’d become as flinty as a basilisk’s cuspid. 

“Ayilia, I don’t want that kind of bull in my life anymore. This city’s going backwards. The longer your father rots in his coma, the more narrow-minded they become. They think you’re a witch, and they think your malady’s a thaumaturgic hex. Heck, they’re starting to gripe, utterly unjustified, of course, that you’re as useless as Pro Consul Vespasian in the Pit despite all your hard work. There’s even talk in the sweatshops of stringing you up. The more their fear grows, the crueller, more bigoted their taunts become. I can’t watch your humanity get violated much longer, and if I have to be honest, I’m getting weary of taking the flak myself just because I love you.”

Ayilia turned away. It was happening again. “I can’t leave my father like this, decomposing alive in that bewitched hell, you know that. And I can’t legally step down until he finally recovers, or…” She broke off. 

Lorelai regarded her for a long moment, her mop of brown-blonde hair blowing in the breeze. 

Ayilia said nothing. 

Deep in thought, Lorelai carefully folded her arms around Ayilia and kissed her thick, black hair. 

“I know,” she whispered. “I know.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The warlord came to. The lighting in the room flickered alarmingly. It took him a few moments to realize it was the approach of one of those cursed worldwide storms. Sentries faced him, features dispassionate as the stone of his seat. Their worn, dark, grubby skulls were nicked, their sockets piceous in the darkness. Embarrassingly, he’d drooled down his front. He was getting worse. Through the monastic prism of his ruin, the yearning to slip into darkness was aestheticized only by the same nullifying stupor that filled his days. 

This time, though, something was happening. He could feel it in his marrow.  

Lightning flashed again. The terrified warlord started and tried to pretend he’d been thinking. He knew the sentries hadn’t been fooled. He coughed and flexed his fingers. Another stab of fear lanced his insides. Something bad, very bad, was coming imminently. He hadn’t felt this petrified since childhood. Beads of sweat cloaked the parchment skin of his face. Though his lungs were knotted clumps of redundancy, he inhaled loudly to mask the fear. They made an odd sound in that cavernous room of strobing light.

Abandoned in an Imperial outpost that no one needed, in charge of a world that no one wanted, all Vespasian could do was putrefy. The Emperor Goat had left behind only a workforce of lifeless drones and broken soldiers that were slowly coming apart.  

The Pit, his kingdom of decay, had become an underground catacomb of oxidized desuetude matching the other inside. It ruled a world of humes, a renegade species that called themselves “human,” who toiled the dirt for him. The remaining few not under Pit control cowered in delusions of freedom in a coastal hole called Aga-something, and the Krayal, a destitute throng of reptilian miscreants who once covered the lands from horizon to horizon, were now confined to desolate rises up north. Once proud, they’d been hunted to near extinction before Abandonment, when the Pit thrived as an Imperium meta power. Under him, it was a citadel of rust while his world, slept without fear. 

His ceremonial dirk suddenly slipped from his lifeless fingers. It clattered next to the armoured boot of a guard. In the heady confines of that space, it seemed comical. Pro Consul Vespasian came close to laughing.  

“Sire…?” 

The voice came from one of his guards. The warlord looked around, eyes wide. It was impossible to tell who’d spoken. In the dark, each looked exactly like the other. Fortunately, they spoke again. 

“You appeared … animated, liege.” A thunderclap detonated overhead. What little remained of his skin nearly bolted for the exit. “Do you have orders?” 

Vespasian recoiled as if stung. “Orders?”

“Beatings!” Another had spoken. Again, he had to look around. He managed to identify the speaker quicker this time.  

“What?”

“There are no beatings, no executions. When we were part of the Goat’s Imperium, they used to make examples. The old virtues are gone!” The rebuke was unmistakable. “You are Sythian; your whole family is Sythian! A priceless gift. Your kind are more puissant than the most powerful necromancer in the Imperium, outside the Emperor Goat Himself. You should crush the humes in that city and disembowel the Krayal scaleheads in the mountains.” They fixed him a murderous look. “Not merging into your seat!” 

There was another clash of thunder. If the storm was a ‘planet shaker,’ the walls would soon start vibrating. 

The warlord’s malady-riddled face clouded. The thing had a point. Sythian sorcerers weren’t just rare; they were beyond measure. Though they looked like people, they were, in essence, necromantic spores. Like potent nomads, Sythian DNA drifted through species over millennia, gestating and hibernating, until a hijacked host was transformed without warning into a Sythian Magi. The Goat had sought out these Magi, stolen them from a mother they never met, and made them lifeless. His siblings were lethal necromancers of extraordinary ability, but he was almost completely theurgically sterile.  

There was another clap of thunder, and this time the walls did shake violently. Vespasian flinched, hands quivering.

Add cowardice to magical sterility. 

He had to think of something to say before his moribund authority bit the dust. They might even demand that he declare war on that last human city whose name he could never remember. Loss of memory happened a lot lately, probably because he’d been in charge for near twenty years. Yet, the thought of violence made him feel both faint and physically sick. 

“Before Abandonment, we had materials to repair our people and fresh, life-giving Ichor from the Goat, His very blood, to animate new ones,” Vespasian garbled witlessly, voice trembling like a barnacled trumpet. “Now we have mulch to bind their wounds while the Ichor’s gone rancid. I thank the underworld god if they don’t fall apart passing wind!” His laugh was hollow, and he hoped for a response, but there was none. 

The speaker part bowed, their bony brow flecked with barely concealed disgust. “Very good.”

Very good, indeed. He’d gotten away from deciding for at least another week. He looked at his hands. In the piercing lightning, they looked almost as skeletal as his people. He had no heartbeat, as there was no working heart. His organs were as motionless as clay bricks. The marks on his wrists were still visible. Had he done that? 

There was another crash of thunder, this time deafening. Lines of dust and mortar pattered down in furious drifts. Vespasian winced openly, total power and utter powerlessness mired into one. His normally neutered Sythian senses were kicking in. Whatever was happening, whoever was coming, it was today. 

This was the last day when nothing would ever happen again. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Ayilia wiped her face vigorously, again desperate to hide anything that could be perceived as weakness. They feasted on that. At least she’d made the jackals in the parliament wait. If anyone attacked her again, she’d have a sword. 

Her father’s essence was part of the sky. They had seen the light of his fire right across Agathon City below. The storm was still in its infancy despite the rain. She made her way out of the tomb yard. A troop of listless city guards who waited for her with the captain exchanged sly glances, then followed. Any of the great and the good who had remained in the graveyard to pay their respects to her father made way for her with icy graciousness. Little wonder the aristocracy hated her. She had tried to persuade the Panchayat’s government to raise taxes on them to benefit the stinking bowels of the city. 

She descended the spiral staircase leading to the city below as the downpour thumped. The graves at the peak of the imposing rise were a vagueness along the blurred horizon. At the bottom, a rippling crowd waited. For the most part, they were placid, but there were too many, so the barrelled-necked captain of the guard gestured towards an adjacent alley. It made sense. It led directly to the parliament and was free of onlookers. Nevertheless, Ayilia felt a stab of trepidation, but before she could protest, she was unceremoniously shoved forwards.  

There was a sharp flash of sky charge. 

The lightning lit up more grey, wet faces within the dark innards of the cobbled road. Each had either a dirk or a long blade in their hands. She screamed a warning, but the captain couldn’t hear; the chattering noise of the crowd had grown too loud. There was a scurry of bodies, a disarming clash of steel, and the captain went down in a fountain of blood, his throat a red furrow. The other guards tried to fight, but they weren’t experienced soldiers and were immediately forced back. A slew of thugs poured from another door and cut off their exit. In moments, Ayilia and her guard would be overwhelmed.  

Ayilia grabbed the captain’s weapon and scanned the alley before thrusting into the centre of her beleaguered defenders. 

“Quick, form a cordon around me. Now!”

Something in her voice compelled them. The ramshackle guard quickly backed into a holding position with a series of clanks and curses. The attackers continued tearing into them. The formation helped, but it wasn’t enough. Ayilia let out a cry and pushed to the front, her sword an electric slash in the storm light. One of the assailants instantly backed off, their shoulder bleeding heavily. The others paused. Encouraged, Ayilia swung her blade again, and another attacker staggered off, gripping his side in pain.   

There were still too many. She searched for an escape route but couldn’t see one. A series of shouts issued from behind the crowd, and a swathe of armour crashed into view. Three assailants were cut down where they stood. The rest fled for their lives into the darkness, swiftly pursued by the new arrivals. Ayilia bent over, gasping for air, as the terrified guards around her gave a weak cheer. 

The leader of the arrivals hurried over. He slammed his helmet on the ground and leaned over to inspect her, his bald, umber dome sheened by rain. 

“Regent,” he breathed urgently. “You alright?” 

She nodded, still panting heavily. “Even by their standards … this is a first….”

Kemet’s fists flexed maniacally, eyes popping with disgusted venom. “It’s the most blatant thing they’ve ever done!” His neck muscles twisted as he scouted around for more possible trouble. “Your enemies always preferred the darkness. This has to be Barrik. Now he’s finally in power, and he doesn’t give a damn anymore.” 

Ayilia wiped her newly-acquired weapon. It was of excellent quality and her favourite style: a heavyset broadsword, or longsword, with a double-edged blade, commonly referred to as the bastard sword. This was no time to think about the previous owner, who lay in the mud, especially since she’d just left her father’s funeral. Raindrops as large as marbles rolled down her face, masking any sign of tears. It was so typical of Barrik to strike when his adversaries were grieving. 

“It’s going to get worse. This new government’s dangerously militant. They won’t stop till they corrode everything.”

“This new government borders on fascistic!” Kemet gripped her arm. “You’re not seriously thinking of going in after this? Most of our people are out in the Occupied areas monitoring the boneheads, stopping them from mistreating the enslaved. The X Gemina can’t hope to protect you.”

Ayilia tried to smile and simultaneously regain her breath. “If I don’t, he’ll get them anyway. Our only hope is to stop him from gaining the Panchayat’s support or the Doge’s. The Doge might be half man, half armchair, but he’s not corrupt, unlike Barrik!” 

“I’ll send word to Aaron. He’s at the barracks with what’s left of our soldiers. Seems mine have vanished in running these cutthroats out of town, and you certainly can’t go with these blockheads here…” His hand pointed at Ayilia’s terrified-looking guards. “They’re as hapless as beached smesh!” 

She raised a brow, then placed her hand on Kemet’s shoulder. “I’ll be fine.” Her voice sank to a whisper. “Besides, I think Barrik will wait until he’s officially deposed me before he tries again.”

She turned towards the shell-shocked guards. “Leave one or two of you with the dead and send another to get help. We can’t just leave them lying there, even the thugs. The rest of you are with me.” She turned towards Kemet, her face damp with water and pink smears of other people’s blood. “We’ll be seeing you later, won’t we?”

Kemet smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world!” 

Ayilia flashed him a warm but deeply uncertain grin and sheathed her blade beneath her belt. He watched her go, face a ruin of gaunt concern. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Two of the Lifeless guards huddled near the Pit’s only interdimensional portal, covertly glugging illegal mead. The crime was punishable by flogging, not that the Consul enforced such things. Vespasian was soft, and they despised him for it as much as they took advantage of his oversights. 

They stopped their thievery; something was wrong. The dark that normally concealed them had changed. It felt like it was reaching forward with iron claws. It was the night commander approaching, though this didn’t provide them much relief. She hated them sharing a watch. The two had grown unusually attached, unheard of throughout the Imperium, but in the Consul’s chaotic universe, anything was possible. 

The commander stopped before them, frowning. “Not you, too,” she hissed. “Fixed the rota so you could have a smooch again?”

Vernon had staggered to his feet to give a fumbled salute. “Ma’am, no. Just happened that way!” Hobart managed to kick the bottle into the dim recesses with his boot. His hand scratched his armpit furiously. Pit bugs were out in force tonight.

She glowered at them. Vernon studied the ceiling uncertainly, searching for an answer. “It’s not like there’s anything to report, ma’am; the gate ain’t been used in two decades.” He nodded towards the silent, foreboding form of the portal. “Nothing’s coming through for another two decades if you ask my opinion.”

“I didn’t!” she snapped, eyes red flares in a pockmarked skull. Her thinned hair, a luxury among their kind, was chaos in the dim gloom. The commander turned to leave. “If I catch you two spooning again, hell’s udders there’s going to be trouble.” She made a cutting action against her gullet. “I mean it this time!”

The moment she left, Hobart rose and stuck his finger up before catching Vernon in a huge smooch. “Screw her, pal. Let’s break the good stuff out. Going to be a long night, and I feel like letting me hair down.”

Vernon snorted. “You don’t have hair!” 

They laughed and thumbed at the liquor bottle Hobart swiftly retrieved. On the surface, they were a calcified mishmash. Underneath, they were no better. Hidden within their dirty armour and sagging rib cages, they were clumps of stitched guts and twisted sinew. Liquor seemed to do something special to people who couldn’t feel anything other than the bite of bugs. 

“Did you hear that?” Hobart growled, trying to pretend he wasn’t afraid. “I hear something.”

Vernon’s eyes were pink smears in the half-light. They had little strength left. His skull was grubby, his stubby teeth black with decay, and the enamel corroded from booze. “You damn ass, there’s nothing down here. No one ever comes down here outside that judgmental sow!”

Hobart flinched again, letting his grip fall from the other’s knee. “It’s coming from the bloody portal.”

“Hell’s teeth, fool.” Vernon sighed. “You said it yourself—it’s barely been touched in two decades. It’s why we’re isolated!” He rose and thrust a fresh bottle of foul liquor into the other’s chest. “Got this special number on the black market only today. You could use it, you rotten sod. You look like—”

Crack. 

They grappled for their rusted cutters. The sound had come directly from the gate. Hobart took a tentative step forward. His shaking hand reached toward the vast, silent lens. A glimmering split was scything from top to bottom within the confines of its ancient maw. The room was abruptly bathed in otherworldly light and the imposing frame of something terrifying.  

“By all that’s….” Hobart’s hand, skeletal on the best of days, was a gossamer spindle against the moonlike glow. “Something’s coming … something’s actually coming through the door!”

“Come back, dolt, we don’t know what’s there,” Vernon called, then gaped. “What in all the unholy worlds is that?” 

A powerful shape with burning eyes emerged from the portal’s lens amid a fierce glint of diamond-hard metal. Without a pause, their clean blade swept Hobart’s astonished head from his shoulders. As the bloodied lump bounced in wet puddles across the floor, the figure flung their sword at Hobart’s gobsmacked companion. It pierced the point between the Lifeless’s sockets, neatly rupturing his face into two. 

Without a word, the figure picked up their weapon and stepped over the fallen shapes lying on top of each other. The chipped bottle gurgled its contents across the cobwebbed flagstones. 

It was still in Vernon’s hand.     


      [image: image-placeholder]“Sire?” Pause. “Sire?”

The dazed warlord looked up, his face frozen by an eye-numbing flash of piercing lightning. He was outside, perched on the top of the edifice that was his Pit, overlooking the ossified sands and stunted hangman trees that were his desert. Obsidian clouds broiled like twined intestines over a twister-dominated horizon. 

“You risk much troubling me here,” Vespasian indicated a tempest far from its zenith, “These winds would tear your skull off!”  

“My liege, news … tumultuous news!” The messenger quivered so much he risked flaking apart. Vespasian studied his spidery, stunted build blearily. By the intense look in his tangerine orbs, this was the moment of the wretch’s non-life. 

“News?” the warlord muttered, kick-starting his brain into action. His hair was fluttering so uncontrollably he looked more like a wild man from a lost weald than a worldwide ruler, no doubt. “Have they cracked the mead rackets?”

The messenger’s eyes rolled. “No, he’s here! He’s back, they're all back, and they’re here to stay!” The speaker’s spittle congealed in a weal around his pockmarked mouth. It was like looking at a primeval froth in a crater. Vespasian found himself wondering how a skeletal puck with absolutely no feelings could shake. “It’s him, sire; he hath returned.”

The warlord inhaled to steady himself, even though he could no longer breathe. “Who has returned?”

“No more excuses now, no more respites!”

“Who… has… returned?”

“Your brother, Mabius!”

Fittingly, there was another clap of thunder. The back of Vespasian’s skull rang as if someone had pummelled it with a multi-spiked sledgehammer. He wanted to scream but couldn’t. He could see in the messenger’s gaze something new and malignant. This news was a raging bushfire consuming his tinder authority, burning it to pellicles within the confines of the Pit. 

“He’s changed radically,” the Lifeless gasped. “He commands the vanguard against those Heretic wizard-dogs! Hell’s lugs, he was something imposing in the Pit, but now… phew!” He spat. Most of it was blown back into the messenger’s face, but he hardly noticed. “The humes, their harridan queen and Agathon City, are finally going to be wiped from existence! Stupid, dirty, stinking swine, no more reprieves. They’re going to get it and get it hard!” His fist slapped against his fragile palm. 

“The last hume city?” the Consul replied eventually, voice faltering. His legs trembled. “What would my sibling want with … Agathon?”

“Don’t know,” he said, shrugging. “He demands your presence. Straight away!” 

There was a scurry at the door. The Consul turned. A skeletal figure, wrapped in animal pelts and corroded Imperial armour, pushed past the messenger. After a curt bow, he growled deeply: “I see you’ve heard?”

The understatement of the decade.

“Yes, Stilgen. Seems we have to be somewhere fast.”

He glowered, then snorted. “I will take your side!” 

Loyal to the end, even one that was imminent. Such a trait was as rare as a bloodless sunrise above the Pit. Vespasian decided nightfall was boundlessly optimistic. The rest of the Pit would already be switching sides—everyone knew who was in charge. Just like the old days! His legs shook so much he could barely walk. 


      [image: image-placeholder]She was young. 

A garrulous man with big shoulders had outstretched his chunky hands for a hug. He was smiling at her underneath a silver helmet festooned with a ridiculous sprout of purple and scarlet feathers. He’d just returned from some important chinwag with the dead men of bone and tendon, and he looked happier than he normally looked. Even the desert gnats didn’t seem to bother him. Surrounded by a gaggling clutch of self-important nobility, smug captains of industry, and his X Gemina guard, her father clearly expected her to run from her mother’s arms and give him a public embrace.

Instead, she burst into tears.

Some of his retinue looked sheepish for their leader. It was meant to be a celebratory homecoming. But he just laughed loudly and bent to the scrunched face of the child, his eyes an exploding blister of laughter lines and weathered care.

“It’s no problem, little one.” He smiled, intensely proud of his one and only child. “If you won’t come to me, I’ll come to you.”

“No …” She backed away. “They’re looking at us!” 

Eyes were watching her. Even then, she was cursed. She could sense their hostility. Many thought she was adorable, but the small-minded among them scrutinized her with furtive distrust. A word was muttered when they thought she was out of earshot.

“Witch!”

They thought she had the ‘evil eye.’ They thought she could tell what they were thinking, and it made them fear her. Some said she’d grow up and put a hex on them, the city, even her father.

“Mark my words,” some scullery worker had said, grimacing when she thought the child’s back was turned. “She says things only an adult would. She has the hellion eye. Have you noticed how the weather changes when she’s outside? There’s a demon inside ‘er, you knows. She’ll grow up into a succubus and put an illness bout on her father! Mark my words!”

It stung like hell. It stung even more when the whispering spread to the city. All kinds of maladies were blamed on her. They started to hiss about her heritage, things she was only just beginning to understand. It seemed to make the criticism more potent, though she couldn’t comprehend why it was even relevant. 

“They’re ignorant, Ayilia,” her father said softly, leaning close so no one would hear. “People like us are lionized when things go well and demonized when things don’t, but not for who we are but what we are. We’re held to a higher standard than others. It’s not fair, but we are a resilient family; we’ve had to be. Be strong, be yourself. Take ownership of your mistakes, but don’t apologize for things that are not your fault. Such people secretly feel unworthy inside, so they shift their self-loathing onto others. We will prevail!”

He put his sepia-toned, thick-veined hands on her shoulders. “If this city doesn’t get its soul sorted out, something will come for it. Its collective mindset, its fearful, hateful thoughts will come back and haunt it.  The people choose their own fate, and they will blame all and sundry for it as, I fear, it will be a terrible one, but they are responsible, no one else.”  

Gently, the man the size of a bear picked her up and hugged her before placing a large kiss on her grubby forehead. He made sure his voice could be heard now. 

“Been playing war games again, have we, my little Ayilia?” He turned to the others. “She’s going to grow up and be the best sword wielder in all of Agathon.” They cheered and laughed. He winked at her. “Aren’t you, sweetheart?”

The girl took one look at his feathers and, without warning, yanked them from his hat. Satisfied, she threw them on the floor and scowled at her bemused father.

“You look stupid in those!”

He turned to the others, leaned his head back, and let out an uproarious laugh. The others joined in. 

Ayilia smiled shyly and finally gave her father the hug he wanted. 

The memory hit her with the force of a ballista’s bolt. Ayilia winced and closed her eyes, still refusing to let the malicious revel. Despite being prepared, the level of her grief stunned her. This was the time they picked to question her. 

The main piazza was unexpectedly busy. Once an armoury, it had been relocated during the reign of Elthelereed the Unbelievably, Stunningly Unfortunate. Ayilia could see stalls, wagons, crates, and barrels filling the dirty, straw-flossed flagstones amid smears of crushed tomatoes and the folds of discarded cabbage. They mixed freely with animal dung and the waste of the unhoused. 

The crowd bustled, trying to catch a view. Some smiled, many frowned; one spat, though not quite in her direction. Muffled scuffling vied with disjointed comments, faces clenched with imagined slight. The rain was coming down in sheets. It ran off the surfaces in rivers and sprayed off the stalls. People, mostly concealed in wet hoods, were lit up by bouts of lightning. Ayilia and her soaked retinue were forced to halt. The gazes of the throng were glittering dagger points in the gloom. The masses swelled against the guard’s armoured shores like an oil slick. The parliament was just out of reach, though she could see it gleaming above the twin waterfalls underneath the ominous cloud. 

An older woman shot out a hand scarred by gruelling work. It gripped Ayilia’s arm tightly. “I’m a seer,” her voice husked intrusively from within a deeply frayed shawl. “Don’t go in. Don’t go in, Regent!”

Despite her grief, Ayilia tried to smile reassuringly. “It’s just a formality.”

“They don’t want you!” 

The host was overwhelming the soldiers. They hadn’t sent enough. Agitated voices were beginning to rise. 

“I’m sorry; I can’t hear you!” 

“You’re not one of them,” she rasped like a broken saw. “You sense things, I can tell! They can smell difference in that place. They can sniff people like us out, mark them for treatment.” Her breath was foul, but her beady eyes flashed like dragon teeth. “Many still support you. You bring hope to those who have no voice, but those who do, are stronger.” She gripped the regent tighter. “They have been poisoning your name for years, telling lies. They say you’re a sorcerer! They want you gone!” The woman’s grip was increasingly painful. “Someone who’s lost his soul is inside. He only has eyes for power.”

A guard shoved the woman aside. Though Ayilia tried to hold on, the seer fell back into the crowd in a flurry of beads and torn linen. People pushed forward, oblivious to the rain. Some patted her back, though many glowered with readily given offence. Her enemies had whispered against her, but that wasn’t the only issue. Neither was capability. She already handled her duties unofficially without a hitch. The fact she was apparently ‘barren’ rankled. They muttered that she was bewitched by malignant sorcery like the one that struck her father, but it wasn’t enough. 

They even overlooked her heritage when it suited them. Sure, it was a problem, but her parents had been beyond reproach. Even the diehard meat grinders in the slurry quarters had grown to grudgingly accept them. What really soured the gamy hide of their disgust was her going it alone. They wanted a dutiful, parturient breeding machine steamrolled into acquiescence by a thick-skulled buck raised to misrule. The city was parochial, dangerously insular; the last free remnants of a human diaspora from an antediluvian war no one remembered, waiting for a cull no one knew was coming. 

They’d become as narrowed-eyed as a burrowing ground murmel, a small, furry creature that only came out when starving, preferring to hide from reality the rest of the time. It didn’t help that she’d harboured the delusion she could govern!

A voice from the crowd disturbed her internal wave of doubt. “Witch!”


      [image: image-placeholder]Thrusting and hammering, the metallic leviathans of the Pit’s machines belched toxins into the air so sulphurous, entire weather systems writhed in gaseous brumes between the churning pipes. On good days, the forked charge mischievously doled out shocks. On treacherous days, thickened cloud banks deluged them with acid or the deadly attentions of a passing smut devil, toxic twisters of smog. The Pit drones laboured on working the pinions and greasing the tines that kept the rigs thumping. It never ceased, yet the warlord never quite knew what they produced. Stilgen scowled at Vespasian’s side, flanked by two troopers they hoped were still loyal. Furtive glances were thrown in their direction, and mutterings rose as they passed. Resentful indifference had become something else: ridicule. 

Unwittingly, the scorn matched the melee surrounding the regent some leagues distant.

“They wait in the Forbidden Chamber, liege,” said a sour-faced sentry. “They have been demanding your presence for quite some time.”

“We're here, aren't we?” Vespasian swallowed. It wasn’t normal for the security to display overt hostility. 

All he could think was what a stupid name the Forbidden Chamber was—why were people summoned to it if it was forbidden? A bridge on pylons arced in a silver corona over a cavernous gorge ahead, its struts the vertebrae of an extinct beast. The crucified forms of hundreds of figures lined both sides leading over the rise and beyond. 

Aghast, Vespasian approached the nearest, his hand reaching out as if to soothe. It was one of his Pit soldiers. Like all the Lifeless, his bone was thick enough to harbour a hidden circus of manufactured veins and tendons within, without which there would be no mobility. The dense rib cage, constructed to leave no gaps, and the armour covering it, was split wide open. His grey gutting spewed down his legs in twines, and the rest lay at his feet in still-steaming clumps. His once-red eyes were blank, and his stitched tongue lolled from a gaping jaw.  

Vespasian’s already pallid features went whiter still. “What is this?”

Stilgen shook his head. “Decimation!”

“Why?” 

The guard had joined them. “Your sibling regards your people as ineffective, weak. Like you, my lord. He ordered a Decimation of one in ten.” He nodded slyly at Vespasian’s horrified face. “Common practice among poorly performing regiments. He thought you would be … pleased at the assistance.”

“By the undead god, that psychopath’s taken out a tenth of my guard, a guard that would’ve switched sides anyway,” Vespasian growled, sucking the air through cracked teeth. The Decimated forms above were a rictus parody of power and death.

“You’re a Sythian just like him!” Stilgen hissed. “He won’t touch you!” 

“I’m infirm! To them, I should be hurling wayward moons at the Krayal mountains for fun, but all I do is shoot fat bluebottle beetles from the ceiling and only if they’re asleep.” He put a hand on Stilgen’s shoulder. Though he was visibly quivering, Vespasian was overcome by something he hadn’t felt in a long time. Compassion. “Go while you can, my friend. By the time he’s done with me, you and any loyalists you can still find will be gone. No need to risk your non-life for me.”

“You’re his flesh and blood; he won’t harm you,” Stilgen spat, ignoring the chance to flee. “You and your siblings were sired! Everyone around here was stitched into existence on some factory line or grown in a vat. Sythians are pricelessly rare and astonishingly powerful. No Magi comes close, and that includes the Heretics!”

Vespasian smiled. “I’ll be sure to remind him.”

Stilgen’s eye suddenly widened. 

Swallowing back surges of overwhelming panic, Vespasian looked over. A plethora

of heavy footprints led away from the Pit’s interstellar gate. Two hapless Pit soldiers had been butchered where they stood. Their severed heads watched in a state of almost comical shock from a flower of pikes beneath an alcohol bottle. 

Vespasian gulped quietly. Damn, he was doing a lot of that lately. Some warlord. 

They carried on, hands instinctively gripping the hilts of their blades. Rounding a bend, they abruptly stopped. A phalanx of immaculate armour waited, a militaristic porcupine of pilums bathed in scarlet banners and coloured standards. Blood-red capes draped behind shiny breastplates. The gold, double-headed standard was held aloft, proud Imperial defiance against a cowering universe. Their jutting helmet visors were clamped tightly shut. 

Stilgen’s eye was a crimson moon. “Stormkomers … elite Kommandos! By all that’s unholy, this is bad.”

A Kommando approached him, a high-ranking centurion. Like a trapdoor spider's den, the visor snapped open. Tall and powerful, his face was a tight fist of tree-root sinews knotted within a strong skull. Vespasian and Stilgen recoiled instinctively.  

“Pro Consul Vespasian, fallen Sythian and relegated demi-god?”

Despite his terror, Vespasian marvelled at the Centurion’s features. Hard conditions required hard faces, and his ossified, naked brutality was the hardest he’d seen. Skull ridges fluxed and rippled in tandem to an inbred contempt. Living thralls had been known to experience involuntary paralysis on sight. Standing there, it wasn’t impossible to imagine why.

“I think so … I mean, yes!” Vespasian sputtered. 

“You're late,” he rasped. “You disregard protocol. You should already be in session.”

Fear turned to red mist. This was his place, after all. “I arrived when it suited.” He pointed at the floor. “I do what the hell I please, here.” 

The Centurion stared blankly. His inexplicable ability to mimic breathing during moments of apparent displeasure was exceptionally unnerving. 

“Do we have a problem?” the Consul asked, not so convincingly. 

Silence. 

Vespasian tried to maintain the bluff. “Two decades rotting in this darkest of places with no news, no contact with the outside universe is bad enough, centurion,” he snarled, using the most threatening voice he’d practiced. It hadn’t been frightening in front of the speculum in his resting chamber, where he spent a few hours a day regenerating his strength, and it wasn’t frightening now. “But what particularly stinks is your attitude when you finally deign to turn up. You know who I am, but do you appreciate what I am?” Full of fantastical courage, the warlord jabbed his finger into the thing’s chest to ram the point home. 

Like a bolt of lightning, the creature thrust his glinting blade against the Consul’s gullet. Cursing, Stilgen’s fingers gripped his weapon. Vespasian stood transfixed. In a head rush, he gripped his ceremonial rapier, hoping to target the exposed spot at the bottom of the centurion’s jaw. With embarrassing effortlessness, the Lifeless' leg kicked with the force of a battering ram into the warlord’s equally ceremonial loins while his boned fist smashed into Vespasian’s left cheek. The consul was hurled backwards onto his rear. Vespasian lay back, humiliated, a spreading liquid darkness around his head. 

Just like the old days.

There was a sharp hiss. With miraculous dexterity, Stilgen's sword flicked the centurion’s weapon from his grasp. It clattered across the room. The soldiers behind went for their spears, but the centurion immediately held up his hand. Fixing Stilgen with piercing scrutiny, he carefully recovered his blade. Gasping, Vespasian gingerly struggled to his feet, leaving his ruined pride firmly on the flagstones. His two guards watched silently, their last few strands of fidelity eroded to nothing. 

The centurion towered over Stilgen. “Impressive for an obsolete model.” His voice was sandpaper on glass. “I assumed you were as indolent as your master. I won’t make that mistake again.” 

“I expect not.”

“Don’t tell me you learned such trickery in this cesspit!” 

“I keep my eye in.”

“So, it would seem.” He leaned close, too close. “Howbeit, do not think sleight of hand suffices for what lies out there.” His head gestured in the direction of the portal. 

A legate emerged from the Forbidden Chamber, barely visible behind a troop of the heavy soldiery. The new arrival, decked in a spurious plume of feathery, brusquely pushed past the centurion to confront the consul. 

“Pro Consul Vespasian of Etherwolde? You are perilously late. I have seen people filleted on the spot for less.” Pointing at the Kommando, she added: “For his insolence, ten of his favoured spearmen will be garrotted.” She beckoned them to follow before turning away.


      [image: image-placeholder]The soft, malachite sheen of the Krayal’s scales was invisible, even though the light from the setting suns was still strong. His brooding silhouette faced a landscape of ebony sprinkled with twinkling glass as though a passing giant had tossed them in a game of knucklebones. 

As the three suns elongated towards the far horizon, electric charge began licking the dry ground with cobalt tongues. It happened only rarely, so this was to be cherished.

“Seftus…?” 

The Krayal figure on the rise didn’t answer. 

At times like this, his troubles seemed distant, unimportant. Despite his renown for courage and his skill with a desert blade, Seftus was set apart from his people, considered “different” for preferring the company of males over the females of his species. For such warlike people (warlike because they had to be), such things were the stuff of specious gossip, even outright disdain. No matter what service he did, or the sacrifices he made, many never accepted him. Anger consumed him like gout. At times like this, the majestic solitude of such a sunset should never be disturbed. 

He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes.  The air hummed with crackling, naked power.  

“Seftus?” Jarong’s voice below was insistent. 

Seftus tore himself away from the sinking stars. He looked almost human in the golden light. “What is it?”

The other stammered. “It’s the Pit.”

“You know this is my moment.”

Jarong shrugged haplessly. Being slightly on the heavy side, many of his kind scorned him for believing he lacked fighting skills. Seftus had ignored their opinion and taken him in as his Chief’s Second. As he, Seftus, was regarded as the Krayal ideal, at least on that front, albeit one with that dangerously volatile disposition, no one had argued. 

Jarong’s mouth shut tight as tiny vibrations spread into their boots. A piercing light bloomed in the distance. The Krayal flinched and covered their eyes as the horizon erupted into a boiling nebula of blinding fluorescence. For the humans, it was a spectacular phenomenon, one ignited by the sinking suns in convergence with wild thaumaturgy in the atmosphere left over from the time of the Ancients. Why the world was saturated with old magick, no one knew, but for the Krayal, it was the ‘god light.’ Seftus found it intoxicating. He never got used to it, no matter how fleeting. 

“The Pit?” Seftus mumbled, transfixed by the receding glow as a hot wind covered them in a violent shroud of desert fug. The light flared brightly one final time, then dissolved into an infinite dot. “No one, but no one cares about that obsolete rust-hole anymore, Jarong, The Pit is as dead as the stiffs that inhabit it!” 

It was one thing tolerating the humans, as Krayal and humes could barely stand each other, yet the days of hating the Imperium’s forgotten outpost belonged to a bygone age.

“The elders have terrible news.” 

Seftus angrily brushed sand from his garb and faced his friend. “The Krayal elders have warned of that place before, yet still the worn-out sops of that old Imperial scab erode themselves into oblivion drinking, fighting, and gambling. Since Abandonment, the Pit is no threat.” 

The other was shaking his head, white as a corpse. “It is now.”

Seftus regarded him with glittering, green eyes. Jarong, perhaps realizing he finally had his mentor’s attention, spoke swiftly. 

“They’re back, Seftus.”

“Who?” he snapped. 

“The Imperium. They came through the Pit’s portal yesterday to reclaim their property … and this world!”

The stone dropped. Seftus’ reptilian face froze in disbelief in front of his friend.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Little one,” the voice hissed. 

Silence.

“Little one,” it called again.

Long moments passed. 

“It’s going to be alright.”

She flew down a flight of finely carved granite stairs, past flaming torches and immobile statuettes of heroes, their purposes corroded with time.

“Trust me.” 

The voice scoured the room. The elements within the immense stone rattled in seeming sympathy. A gust swept the empty corridors, unsettling tapestries and rustling the sterile canvases of fading portraits.

“I see you, but you don’t see me.” 

Her keep, was contaminated by one of those nighttime sprites. Ayilia kicked open the oaken doors and flung herself through earthenware kitchens. Giant wood-fire ovens and empty wash sinks lined the desolate rows beyond. Arcs of electric charge baked the scene with such staccato brightness they left rippling slashes on her retinas. She fled down twisting stairways to the cooking halls, tapering shadows branching like mangrove roots in all directions before skidding to a stop. 

A shape lay sprawled on the floor. The girl approached with tentative steps. It was one of the late roster maids, apparently unconscious.

“You’ve grown; no longer Regallion’s doom. What are you? Fifteen? More? Aren’t you tired of running?”

She looked around but could see no one speaking. 

“There’s no redemption for those who are different!”

Mind numb with terror, she crashed through the servant’s entrance.

“Accept your fate with gratitude!” More subtly, “Ayilia—let it go.”

There was a fierce burst of lightning. She bolted for the door.

“No safety in the forests … ha.”

Ayilia fled into the dark gardens beyond, past statutes of vainglorious generals and sightless lions. They glittered like quartz in the punishing rain. Vaulting over the neat flower beds, she glimpsed another figure slumped on one of the metal seats, this time a gardener. He was also lost in a deep sleep, breathing heavily in the pattering, wet denseness.

“Still here, little one.”

Blankets of rain sprayed her with chrome sheets. The heavens were bathing everything in alabaster brilliance. In the distance, a pinnacle glowed against swishing trees on the garden's periphery. Ayilia darted through towering hedges and passed bleached figures of lost warriors and once-earnest politicians. All stared lifelessly back under the forked charge. 

Crash

A maelstrom of spiny foliage slapped against her raised forearms. The tower rose from the skyline like a god’s spear, its universe the rain-lashed weald of thrashing movement below. Its imposing length shimmered into the infinity of the storm. Ayilia launched herself towards the hard, damp surface of the wooden door. There was a cracking of twigs and branches behind. Something was coming. Ferns and tall grasses parted violently as a powerful object scythed through the undergrowth.

“I’m coming, oh fake child of Agathon!”

The sound of the creature was a heretical noise inside her mind. She gasped and slammed the door’s wet surface with both fists.

Click. 

The latch turned. Terrified, Ayilia shot into the hallway and up a spiral staircase. It whirl-pooled to the ground. Something was bounding up after her in a disjointed lope. She ran to a door at the end of a bare corridor, gaze darting up at the achromatized blasts of power visible through a glass ceiling overhead, and slammed it shut after her. The room within was dark and quiet. It was filled with bookshelves. A single table stood in the centre, on which stood unlit candlesticks and rows of crumpled scrolls. A single, reclining leather chair faced a desk papered with blocks of dusty tones and rolled parchments leathered with age. 

There was a dark shape in the chair. She tried to focus but couldn’t. When it spoke, her blood ran backwards.

“So, I didn’t imagine it.”

Ayilia went rigid. There was a hungry pawing outside. “What?”

“All this time, for years, I thought I was losing the plot. The lonely voice in the void coming and going, calling to me … astonishing!”

The scraping outside increased in urgency. She looked mutely towards the door. 

The man shook the vague shadow that was his head. “That creature doesn’t matter, not as much as you think it does!”

She faced him desperately. “It’s going to kill me.”

“Listen to me, Ayilia; it is Ayilia, isn’t it? At least, that’s what flashes through my mind. That thing is feeding off you; it infests you because you shine in the dark, even though you have no theurgy!”

She slapped her hands on the desk, eyes popping. “Then get it out of me … please!”

“By the gods, I didn’t even know you really, truly existed until just now. You must understand I’m not here in the flesh, and I’m already out of strength. The distance between us is shocking!” He looked as though he had already faded.

“You can’t go!” Ayilia scattered the contents of the desk across the floor and tried to grab him, but her hand went through the void. The door cracked and bulged inwards. The disappearing figure abruptly rose. 

“Get out, Ayilia … Leave. I’ll teach you how to deal with such things; I know how to reach you now. Just get out before it drills into your skull and does its best never to come out.”

“How?” she sobbed, looking around frantically.

“Fear’s only an energy. That thing feeds off that energy to gain strength, but you are stronger. You can fight it, but for now, you must … wake up.”  

“What?!” she screamed.

He leaned forwards. “We’re inside your mind. This is something you do, though I don’t know how. You’re asleep. Just … wake … up.”

The creature threw its bulk against the wood. Panicked, Ayilia flew at the figure for support, but there was only emptiness. Behind, the door split down the middle.

Crack.

She shot upwards, suddenly awake. The bed sheets were haloed with the wet outline of her shoulders. The skin on her back was soaked with sweat. Light was streaming through curtains billowing in a gentle breeze. Despite the beauty, all she felt was something waiting for her to drop her guard every time it got dark. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Seftus glowered at the Krayal scout with angry astonishment. He wasn’t in the best of moods. The heat of the northern ranges, their homeland, could do that to you.  On top of that, some panicking youth was telling him that they were being invaded. Thank the gods someone around here had a level head.

“I tell you, they’re Imperial! I’d say there are about fifty,” the scout said.  

“Impossible!” Seftus spat, quickly forgetting he was meant to be the calm one. “We haven’t seen Pit boneheads in this god-forsaken desert for twenty years. The Pro Consul would never attack us. He’s about as belligerent as a damp rag!”

The scout shrugged. “Yet, here they are.” 

Scowling with disbelief, Seftus leaned over the ridge and stared across the plains. A plume of dark dust was coming towards them at impressive speed beneath the vermillion skies. No living thing could ride so hard under the heat of the three suns. 

“They’ll hit Hangman’s Throat on that course,” the scout added. “Gullies here are death traps in a skirmish! Don’t they remember anything?”

“Apparently not.” Seftus waved at the pack of Krayal gathering on the high ground overlooking the ravine.

“Positions!”

Seftus brought his arm down. A creviced boulder tipped over the edge and crashed into the ravine below. The riders came to a skidding stop, scree shooting all directions from the hooves of the Prowlers, their massive, lifeless mounts. Another boulder closed off any hope of retreat.

“Fire!”

The gully became a squall of arrow and sling shots as a hundred Krayal let loose with everything they had. A dozen shapes crashed to the ground, armour clanging against the desert gravel. The rest threw themselves off their cornered Prowlers and took formation. They moved swiftly, disciplined. 

Jarong joined Seftus, an intense sweat clamping his puckered face. “By the gods, Seftus, I’ve never seen Pit move like that.” He paused to think. “In fact, I’ve never seen them move at all, well, um, not far anyway!” 

“Good thing we’re always prepared, then.” 

Seftus gestured to his warriors. A slew of boulders came crashing down. He could see crushed skulls, smashed torsos, and the splatter of yellow fluids below. Within the melee, a blurred knot of bone and metal fought on like dogs. 

“Through those gaps … Fire!”

Another wave of shot felled fighters with considerable success. Every time the unit repaired the gaps, additional boulders opened them up again, creating fresh targets for the shooters. 

Seftus nodded. “The Consul’s insane. Does he not remember how suicidal traversing those gullies are from the days when the Pit was active? They’re boxed in either side; no hope of backing off to regather.”

On cue, a massive Lifeless ran from the decimated formation and scaled the steep sides of the gully. Krayal tried to hit them with spears, but the angle was tight, and the thing was too quick. Unnerved, Krayal warriors rushed forwards, but the Lifeless smashed two to the ground with their shield, then grabbed another and hurtled him into the melee below. The hapless Krayal was diced by the surviving soldiers. Another was swiftly butchered where he stood, his head split in half.

Barking frantically, the assembled warriors hit the Lifeless with a wave of spears. Mortally damaged, the soldier stood glowering, shield and blade raised defiantly. With a strangled cry, a warrior lunged forwards and skewered the teetering powerhouse through the midriff with a jagged spear. Still glaring, the undead toppled slowly over the side. As they did, a Lifeless soldier below grabbed a pilum and flung it into the warrior’s chest, tossing him a dozen paces back. He lay still in a rupture of blood, mouth open with shock. The other Krayal stared disbelieving at the gulley below. 

It didn’t take long for the arrows to finish off what was left of the Pit. Jarong, nevertheless, was stood open-mouthed. “How … how did that … thing throw that?”

“No Lifeless can do that,” Seftus snarled.  

He strode to the ledge and began to descend. 

Jarong’s eyes were as large as moons. “Seftus? Come back. This is madness.”

“Follow me,” came the disappearing reply.

Jarong scrambled afterwards, followed by a dozen warriors. At the bottom, he gingerly made his way around mounds of slain legionnaires, their skulls and necks cut by shot. A river of undefinable gore ran down into the centre of the ravine where most the powerful bodies lay. Seftus was standing over one of the Imperial troops. He seemed to be caught by a rock and was still animated. Tendons peeked from underneath the cracked surface of the crushed bone, the pink network of veins that drove the killer onwards. His left arm was pinned underneath the stone. Seftus whisked out his blade and shoved it against the Lifeless’ gullet.

“What are you doing here? Speak!”

The creature laughed, then swore. 

Seftus breathed and then repeated the question. 

The soldier fixed his blazing eyes on Seftus and spat, hitting the Krayal in the

forehead. 

Slowly, deliberately, Seftus wiped the mucus away. “Do that again and—”

“You’ll what, lizard guts?” He stretched forwards. “Torture me? I don’t feel a thing. Kill me? I’m already dead.”

The creature had a point. 

Jarong ambled up, followed by the others. The Lifeless snorted. “Hell’s blood; I thought you scum ate only the fungi you scrape from the rocks.” Seftus thrust his head hard against the stone, but they only snarled. “Do it, scale-breath. Know that if my limb was free, I’d stick that thing up your reptilian—”

“What are you doing here? What do you want with our tribes?” Seftus’ tone marked that he was done with these games. 

The thick, skeletal mouth slowly parted in mirth. Jarong involuntarily shivered. “You imagine we are here for a motley nation of nearly extinct toads? You think these rocky plateaus hold anything of value to us?” 

Jarong’s features creased in thought. He looked down at the soldier. The other Krayal shifted uneasily around him. “This is a scout group, no, um, a hunting party. You don’t want us; otherwise, you’d have brought an army to deal with the rises. Even a novice can see just how, well, how dangerous this terrain is. I don’t think you thought about us at all.” 

The Lifeless’s eyes gleamed. “The portly one has more sense than your whole storm of scum-suckers put together. Kill me now, or so help me, I will slit you all open where you stand.”

Seftus regarded Jarong for long moments, then smiled grimly at the creature, a dark gleam in his eye. “How did I miss it? You’re not Pit at all. Your uniforms are clean; your armour shines, and you’re built like a trade wagon.” He bent lower, and his lips curled back. “You’re the off-worlders we heard of.” He shook his head. “It defies belief. The Imperium finally returns to retake its renegade outpost and its suns-cooked world of yellow dirt and forgotten rust. Why? Since the Pit already owns the human helots in the Occupied Territories and since you clearly forgot we exist, that only leaves … Agathon.” He shoved his forehead against the thick brow. “What in all the hells would the Eternal Empire want with a city of crumbling brick stuffed with bitter humes on the edge of a lost desert?”

The Lifeless lay still but remained terrifying, then smiled again. “I told you to kill me.”

His right leg slammed into Seftus’ head, sending him toppling like a lead weight. With a guttural curse, the Lifeless wrenched his shoulder so hard he tore free of his trapped arm in a smorgasbord of tendrils. At the same time, he sent a hobnailed boot into the midriff of the nearest Krayal. Catching his falling blade in the process, he decapitated another as she leapt forwards. Her head clacked across the ground, leaving dark streaks in its wake. The yelling hit fever pitch as her fevered companions circled the heavyset, skeletal shape.     

“Let’s see the colour of your entrails, geckos,” the Lifeless goaded, his features contorted into a saturnine leer. “Not so brave when there’s no high ridge to ward you.”

A figure rose from nowhere and thrust their dagger into the Lifeless’ jawbone. The soldier gawped, then sunk to his knees. 

Seftus, dizzy and spattered, heaved himself up and gripped the dying soldier by the neck. “Again! What … are … you … doing here? What do you want?”

Something that could have been part of the Lifeless’ mind was seeping across his well-scrubbed cranium. His eyes were watery with death, their scarlet blaze nearly blank. 

“What do I want? I want you dead. I want all living things, all organics, dead! The era of the soulless is here. The modern age is witnessing the final takeover of all things that breathe, skulk, and defecate across the cosmos. We are coming, lizard, and when we do, not one of you will be left.” He wiped gruel from his mouth. “This is the age of extinction.”
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