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Dedication
~ For Rebecca Katherine Magee ~
~ May your life be one without sorrow ~





Prologue
Kiley Bean didn’t know where she was.
One minute she had been in the lounge of her home in Okeechobee, the next she was standing in a dome-shaped cavern that stank of sulphur and rot. There was light, dull and ominous, but she wasn’t sure where it was coming from. And she was surrounded by hooded figures squatting around ornately carved circular patterns that decorated the cavern floor. The stone was warm under her bare feet, and she could feel a slight rhythm passing through it, like an enormous heartbeat that was gigantic enough to split a mountain to its roots if the pulse picked up much more. One of the hooded figures stood before her, his black-gloved fingers clutching a staff surmounted by a polished skull. A single horn topped the skull and winked obsidian in the low light.
“Where the hell am I?”
“This world is Seythe, sister of the Flame.”
“Flame? What flame?”
“Your bloodkin. Known to you as Sarah Bean.”
“Sarah? Where is she? I want to see her.”
The figure hissed in the darkness of its hood. Kiley hadn’t seen the face yet, and something told her she didn’t want to. Had she fallen asleep on the couch? Was this a dream?
“She knows much more than you think, and is much more than you could hope her to be. Sarah Bean is the Living Flame, a daughter of prophecy.”
Kiley swallowed hard as the figure went on.
“She holds the power of a Goddess in her breast, chosen by destiny to hold a power and strength that should have been mine—”
This couldn’t be real. It had to be a dream.
“Cuh-come on, really? Are you serious? My sister is the chosen one ... or something? You’ve got to be kidding me.”
A silence descended in the cavern and she felt the great heartbeat underfoot pause as well. The figure before her took a long, sibilant breath and then said a few words quietly, “None mock me.”
Suddenly, Kiley was flying through the air—flying fast. Her back slammed into the jagged rock wall of the cavern. Her lungs emptied as if she had been punched in the gut, and she curled in on herself as the figure drifted across the stone floor toward her. He held the staff aloft, gesturing at her with its bone-capped heel. She couldn’t breathe. Not one mouthful of air would pass her lips, no matter how hard she tried to swallow some down to replenish her crumpled lungs.
“None laugh at me, bitchling. None mock me. Ever. Do you understand? I am E’blis, Lord of the Fallen. Once, I was the Creator of Men in this world. You are the sister of the Living Flame and you will obey me, or I shall drive the breath from your body forever and leave you here to rot.”
With that, the spell was broken. Kiley heaved in heavy breaths of air, her body shivering as the fuzziness and clouds of dark colour that had been swimming into her senses began to fade.
He hurt me. This is real, she thought, this is far too real.
Getting to her knees, still dry-heaving, she looked up at E’blis towering over her. One thought alone went through her mind: Oh, Sarah, where are you? What’ve they done to you?





Chapter One
“What do you mean it won’t work?”
Jedda Ferra faced Sarah Bean. They were alone in Jedda’s bedchamber, formerly that of Lady Warden Ianna. Jedda was considering what Sarah had just told her, with less than good grace.
“I’m sorry, Jedda, but the Sword does not work that way.”
“The legends say those who wield the Sword of Sighs can travel from place to place with but a step, no matter the distance. I remember them well.”
“And it does work that way, but only if I know the place; otherwise, I could have travelled to K’th’li’li just like that.”
Jedda ran a hand through her long black hair and glowered. “Then we have to travel overland to Lo’a’pan, and cross the Grassland Plains once more. They are a wasteland since the Fellspawn army swept through. There is no telling what’s out there and what ill forces may delay us.”
Sarah nodded. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know where this Lo’a’pan is. From what you’ve all told me, the Kay’lo have always kept it well-hidden, so no one here will know its whereabouts either.”
Jedda answered with a silent nod. She had hoped this would be easier than it was turning out to be, but obstacles were arising already. She remembered something her father had once said.
Kings and Queens ride over hard ground more often than soft, Jedda. And it is when you are on the hard ground that people will make their judgement of you.
After a few moments, Jedda spoke again. “It will lose us time—precious time—that is what worries me most. The longer it takes to find Lo’a’pan, the longer Highmount must hold out against the Fallen One’s hordes. And the more they grow, the less likely it is that the Kay’lo will be able to lift whatever siege is bound to threaten the gates. You slew Malus, Sarah. The Necrodragon was one of the greatest prizes the Fallen One possessed—the last of the true Dragons, not a cocoon-grown monstrosity like the rest of his creations. He will want revenge for that loss, and with Wyrlsorn gone, E’blis himself will be commanding the attack. Do you feel ready yet to face the Prince of Pain?”
“No,” said Sarah, “I don’t ... not yet.”
Jedda rubbed at her eyes. “Then I must stay. You must go into the Grasslands alone.”
“Jedda—”
“Sarah, you have saved us, but this is still not your world. You were not born to Seythe. The Fallen One gave me a glimpse of your mind when I was under his control. You are from a stone world with metal bones that I do not understand.”
“But I-I want you with me,” Sarah argued. “I don’t know how to negotiate with the Kay’lo. D’you remember what happened to us the last time, what they did to me and to Ossen?”
“I do,” Jedda replied. “But I have to remain here. The people in Highmount ... not all of them are soldiers and too few that are have waged war against so fearsome a foe. They need me more than you do. Without me, they will lose hope. They will think I have fled to save my skin.”
Sarah bit at her lip and shuffled her feet. “Can you send someone with me, Jedda? Someone who can help me talk to the Kay’lo?”
Jedda nodded and placed her hand on the shorter girl’s shoulder. “Of course, my friend. I owe you my life. You will not walk away from here without companions to protect you.”
“Thank you,” Sarah said.
Jedda gasped as the Living Flame, a girl who was a source of fear as much as awe, embraced her tightly.
No one else would dare be so familiar, thought Jedda.
“Goodnight, Jedda.” Sarah retired to her own chamber, leaving the Princess alone with her thoughts.
Jedda thought that perhaps the world Sarah Bean came from was not just a place of stone and metal bones after all.





Chapter Two
Sarah was asleep. She knew that much, but she didn’t know where she was as she wandered the dark hallways of her dream. She came out into a chamber carved from the very blackest stone and lit by black flames that poured from their sconces. The flames were outlined by waning halos of sickly white, which created a tomb-like atmosphere. Sarah could feel eyes upon her—eyes that were patiently watching and waiting.
The far end of the chamber materialised as more sconces burst into life. A throne of gleaming skulls and polished bones sat at the end, and a robed figure sat upon it. The shadow of the hood fell low and heavy, hiding the face within. The figure’s left hand jerked a length of hessian, and a form came tumbling out from the shadow cast by the throne. 
“Kiley!” Sarah cried out.
Her sister stared blankly ahead. Her eyes were pale and unmoving. The hooded figure on the throne began to glow.
“Welcome to my halls, O Flame.”
She recognised the voice. She knew who was invading her dreams.
“E’blis, what have you done to my sister?”
“Imprisoned her. That is all, for now. She is my plaything, and a source of nourishment also. Her soul is almost as delicious as yours. To think, she could have been born with the Flame instead of you. How she must envy you now that she is my dog on leash.”
To emphasise his point, he pulled hard on the rope until the noose around Kiley’s neck tightened painfully.
“Stop that! Let her go.”
“I don’t think so. No. As long as she is my prisoner, I have power over you. Your sister’s life is now dependent upon your obedience to me.”
“If you do not let her go I will—”
“You will do what, O Flame? You are powerful, yes, and you grow stronger by the day, but you are still a child compared to me. Even less than that really. You are not A’aron, and you never will be, whereas I am a God.”
“You were a God. You fell, E’blis. I saw it happen. You serve the Fallen One. You’ll never rise above Him. You don’t have the power anymore.”
“Do not test me, child, while I hold one of your blood as my captive. I can weave everlasting agony into her body. I can make every cell scream from dawn until dusk and I can keep her alive though she may beg me for death.”
“You leave her alone. Your quarrel is with me, not her.”
Sarah could feel her heart pounding. She couldn’t believe she was saying this to him. He had grown and developed his powers over thousands of years. She barely had a grasp on what she could do with the Flame. But Kiley was her sister; she had to help her.
“My quarrel is with you and your blood, O Flame. And if this sister of the Flame can be useful to me than so shall it be. Her survival and sanity are entirely dependent upon your conduct.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, O Flame, that I have an offer I wish to make.”
“An offer?”
“Yes. In exchange for the life of your bloodkin, I want you to perform a simple task.”
“What?”
“Betray the Kay’lo to me.”
Sarah’s tongue froze in her throat.
“Betray them to me, O Flame. Walk into Lo’a’pan and unleash your power. I will sense it. I will send allies to crush the last hope of Highmount and the Three Kingdoms. After this is done, I will release your sister into your care. You may the use that ... sword to travel home.”
“Betray them ... ”
“Were they not cruel enough to you the last time, O Flame? Do you feel so kindly towards former captors and abusers that you would defy me and risk the life of your kin? Were you so fond of the odour of Rosara carna?”
“Let her go, E’blis. I won’t do it.”
“Will you not? You would let her die for a world you were not even born into. Very well.”
E’blis tightened his fingers on the rope and livid lines of force travelled down its length before bursting across Kiley in soundless waves. Kiley’s mouth opened in silent suffering, and her eyes widened, running with tears.
“A few moments longer, O Flame, and those tears will turn to blood.”
“Stop it!”
“Only if I have your word, O Flame. Your solemn, binding word.”
“No! You lie! You always lie! You’ll kill her anyway!”
“You would prefer me to slay her now? Before your eyes? You wish to see her blood and soul pour out to succour me and His Shadow?”
“No! Stop! Please! I’ll do it! I’ll do it!”
“I have your word?”
“Yes! I’ll ... betray ... them to you.”
“Good.”
The energy washing over Kiley evaporated, and she was still again. She was shaking and sweating but alive. Sarah’s heart ached at the sight and what she had agreed to do. She turned her gaze back to E’blis.
“We have a bargain, E’blis.”
“We do.”
“If you break it, I will kill you.”
“We shall see, O Flame. We shall see. Begone.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah awoke, blinking fiercely, in the darkness of her bedchamber. The sheets were knotted around her arms and legs, and she was soaked with a cold, oily sweat. A bad taste filled her mouth and she could feel tears blossoming in her eyes. She looked up into the shadows above and murmured under her breath, “I’m sorry, Momma. I had to do it. To save Kiley.”





Chapter Three
Jedda did not dream that night, but that was because she did not sleep. She had not even undressed for bed. She sat in her soiled clothes, the smell of blood and battle pricking at her nostrils, and watched the dying embers of the fireplace as she wondered at what she was now. She was ruler of Highmount. Every body and soul within its walls was under her protection. The thought staggered and terrified her. The scope of her responsibility made her want to scream and weep at the same time. An army would be marching already, now that Highmount had fallen back into her hands. No, more than one army. The forces already spread throughout the Three Kingdoms would be gathered against her, and E’blis would send more abominations from the Nightlands across the Grassland Plains. Highmount would be crushed between the two. The people within its walls were a motley assembly of old soldiers, young Watchers, courtiers, and Earlfolk who had been summoned for Mikka Wyrlsorn’s coronation.
They were no army, but they were all she had. She tried to call up more words of wisdom from her father as the last of the firelight died, but nothing came, so Jedda stamped to her feet and left her bedchamber.
She had to see Venna.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The Healing Room was warm and quiet. The air was scented with herbs: angelwort, groveflower, and toadmoss. It reminded Jedda of autumn at twilight, of happier, more innocent times. Three of the beds in the room were occupied, their patients being tended by Herb-Sisters with tired eyes. They had worked near to collapse to ensure all those wounded during the battle were cared for, but some charges could not be restored to health by the Herb-Sisters’ craft, only preserved by it until something happened—either, a miracle, or death. 
The three beds were occupied by Venna, Ianna, and Mistress Ruth. Each stared empty-eyed into space, their faces occasionally twitching and their eyelids blinking as if they were struggling to recall something they had lost. Such was the curse of the Mind-Reavers. Every memory each had was gone, and with it their souls—the nature of who they were. They were scoured clean on the inside, little more than the dead, only with beating hearts. Jedda gnawed on a knuckle as she stepped unsteadily to the bedside of her sister. Little Venna had endured so much and remained so strong. The loss of their mother to the Grey Touch, and then her own legs shrivelling as the sickness was passed to her. She had borne Ianna’s beatings and Mikka Wyrlsorn’s tortures, only to end up like this.
Empty.
“Where is the justice?” Jedda whispered. “Where is the hope for us against such evil?”
One of the Herb-sisters replied, “Hope and justice wait to be unearthed, your Majesty. But they are buried deep these days.”
“Then,” said Jedda, “I must dig all the harder for them.”





Chapter Four
Kiley kept quiet as two of the robed figures led her down through the Shadowhorn’s catacombs. If she kept quiet, maybe they would leave her alone and not hurt her again. Her skin itched from the air in the place. Her wrists and ankles ached from the leather thongs binding them. She hoped they wouldn’t cut her skin. She didn’t want to catch something here, some disease. The creatures leading her were sick, she could feel it in their hands as they led her along. Their skin was soft and wet. It felt like jello. Something was wrong with them and this place. It was all dirty and diseased, inside and out. She could feel it in her gut. Something was here. Trapped. Buried. It was eating its way out like a worm gnawing through a rotten apple’s core. Everything was warped by its presence. These creatures served it; she was sure of that.
Where are you, Sarah?
What have they done to you?
They threw her into a cell. The door they closed behind her looked like it was made of rotten wood that would shatter easily. She heard them chanting and muttering outside. After they left, Kiley placed a hand on the door and pushed. She pushed hard. After a minute, she pushed again. The door was as firm and hard as iron.
Magic. Robed men. Monsters sleeping under mountains. It was all getting too much. She felt a headache growing behind her eyes. When she closed her eyes, awful, gnawing shapes with too many teeth swam behind them. She opened her eyes again and spun around in the cell, just in time to see an awful shape stumbling towards her. She opened her mouth to scream.
“No. Please, don’t scream, child.”
The old man’s face was incredibly wrinkled and incredibly kind. His soft eyes settled on her and his lips curved into a smile. “I know you.”
Kiley shifted on her feet, unsure. “You do?”
“I do. Your eyes are darker, as is your hair, and it has more of a curl to it, but I can see who you are. You are my Sarah’s sister.”
“Your Sarah?”
“Forgive me. I know she is not my blood, but I treated her so. I am, I was, Woran Bean, and I lived on the hill in the Norn Valley. My home. It’s so far away now.”
“Mine is too.”
“I know. Sarah came to me when she was as you are now: somewhere new and strange, with no friends or family to call her own.”
Woran reached out a hand to Kiley.
“Let me be a friend to you, child.”
Kiley hesitated. “D’you know where my sister is? What happened to her?”
“I do and I do not, I regret to say.”
“Tell me, please. Then we can be ... friends.”
“I know only what happened to Sarah until the last time I saw her. She left me with a Wayfarer to journey in search of a sword. The Sword of Sighs. It was to be her salvation from the pursuit of the Fallen-born. It proved to be so, as she did return to my home afterwards, with other new friends. She told me of her adventures and then she ... left me ... ”
Wayfarer. Fallen-born. Sword of Sighs. Kiley felt even more lost and understood even less, but before she could ask another question, Woran let out a sob and fell to his knees.
“She did not leave me ... I betrayed her ... His Shadow entered my soul. He meant to use me to claim her life. But ... I fought him. I did. I fought against the horror raging inside me, and she escaped. Then, I only remember fire and awakening here.”
“What’s His Shadow?”
Woran’s eyes met Kiley’s and she shivered. His gaze was haunted. Something worse than death had touched this gentle old man. She understood and answered her own question.
“The monster under the mountain; it’s his shadow, isn’t it?”
Woran nodded. “Yes. He has been with us since the world was made. We have fought him. We have failed because the hearts of men were touched and corrupted by Him. E’blis, the Creator of Men and Prince of Pain, is to blame for that.”
E’blis ...
“I think I’ve seen him.”
“I’m sure you have, dear child. The cursed ones who brought you here were his Mind-Reavers. They serve no other.”
“He wants to ... use me. To make Sarah betray some people because he has me as a prisoner.”
“Do you remember who, child? Did he give a name?”
Kiley flinched at the memory. The pain E’blis had caused her was a ghost she did not wish to raise. She tried to remember, even though tears prickled in her eyes at the memory of E’blis’s cruel voice.
“I remember something. Kay ... Kay ...”
“The Kay’lo!”
Kiley nodded.
“Dear Mother, I see it. The Kay’lo. Sarah seeks to call them to aid Highmount and the Three Kingdoms. She would not seek them for any other reason.”
“What will happen if she betrays them?”
“Destruction. Slaughter. Without the Kay’lo, the Three Kingdoms will be doomed. Without the Three Kingdoms, hope will die. The Fallen One will rise and find Seythe, and every world beyond, ripe for His consumption.”
Every world beyond ...
Kiley said nothing. She looked at Woran, her mind reeling. If not for his soft voice, he might have sounded like a madman to her ears. Except he was not mad, she could see that. He was a part of this nightmare that was unfolding around her. 
Nightmare—could that be it? Is that what this is?
“I want …” she paused, feeling her throat catch on the words, “I want Mom! I want Sarah! I don’t want to be here!”
It was her turn to sob. Woran laid his hands on her shoulders and leaned in until his brow was almost touching hers. “Gently, child. Do not let yourself open too much to despair. He feeds upon it, and he will feed more of it into you. You will never escape this place if you let the Darkness That is Not Darkness consume your heart.”
Kiley shook her head, her face streaming with tears.
“Child, tell me your name so I can talk with you as a friend.”
“Kuh ... Kuh ... Kiley.”
“A sweet name. Now, Kiley, listen to me. Your sister is alive, and she is powerful. Her might is stronger than you could imagine. If she knows you are here, she will fight for you. She will not give in to despair so quickly, and neither should you.”
“But I’m scared.”
“And you think I am not? I may be old, and I may have fought in battle, Kiley Bean, but I am scared too. Few have been so close to the heart of the Shadowhorn and remained alive. In this knowledge, I find a small kernel of hope. You should too.”
Kiley wiped her eyes, sniffled, and swallowed hard. “I’ll try, Woran. I’ll try.”
“You are a good, brave girl. Now, sit with me and I will tell you of this world, as I told your sister, so that it may seem less strange and terrifying to you.”
Kiley sat at Woran’s feet as he told her about Seythe; its plains, its mountains, its cities, and its peoples. He told her of A’aron and E’blis. He told her of the Living Flame, as much as he knew, and the destiny supposedly awaiting Sarah. When he was finished, Kiley was still afraid, but she understood more of where she was. That understanding, as dark as it was illuminating, gave her hope. When she finally slept, the old man watched over her and stroked her hair.





Chapter Five
Morning came and it found both Sarah and Jedda with dark rings beneath their eyes. Neither spoke of what had happened during the night. The throne room of Highmount palace still bore the scorch-marks and stains of the previous day’s battle. Jedda sat upon the throne uncomfortably, moving as if she feared the seat might catch fire. Not many attended the courtroom besides Sarah and Jedda. The work of rebuilding the walls and battlements of Highmount was being undertaken in earnest by as many hands as could be found. Few could be spared to undertake the long journey to Lo’a’pan, wherever the underground city might be hidden.
“Sarah,” said Jedda, “I wish I could accompany you, but this journey, it seems, is yours and not mine. The Kay’lo may forgive the absence of the Highmount heir, but without the Living Flame, they will not fight for us.”
Sarah just nodded and managed a weary smile.
“That being said, I charge your care to these servants of the crown. They served my father loyally before his death, and they fought again for me yesterday, when the power of Mikka Wyrlsorn was broken. I trust them and I hope you can to.”
A broad, dour man clad in patched leather armour presented himself from the small group that stood before Sarah.
“My name is Enna, Lady Flame. I will be your guide and guardian on this quest.”
He was bald and beardless, and although he lacked eyebrows, his eyes beneath were hard grey stones. A quiet, calm voice belied his gruff, sturdy appearance. Enna was joined by a slight, grey-haired man with fine cheekbones for his age and pale eyes. His legs were long and lithe. Sarah couldn’t help admiring them for a moment longer than she should have.
He gave her a sly, gracious smile. “My lady, I am Witta. I scouted for King Ferra in my youth and prime. I hope I can be of equal service to you in the dark days ahead.”
Enna and Witta stood aside for the last member of the group, a figure who stepped forward with a regal air. Gloved fingers drew back the hood that concealed the figure’s face. The woman who stood before Sarah was not yet old but careworn. Crows’ feet lined her eyes and shallow creases furrowed her brow.  Her greying hair was woven into an elaborate braid, which tumbled free from the hood and hung almost to the floor. The woman’s robe was dirtied at the hem, as if she had been traveling for a long time, but her eyes held Sarah’s attention the most.
She knew those bright sapphire eyes, and they knew her.
Jedda interrupted Sarah’s wandering thoughts. “Sarah, may I introduce to you, the Lady Orraea.”
Orraea spoke with a husky tone, “Do you know me already, Sarah Bean?”
“I do. Your eyes. They are the same as his.”
Orraea smiled sadly. “It has often been said.”
“I’m sorry,” said Sarah. “I saw him fall and ... I couldn’t do anything.”
“I know,” Orraea replied. “But you were with him at the end. You were the witness for my father’s last moments. The last of Ossen Wayfarer.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
Horses and mules were packed with provisions for the journey. As much as could be carried was stuffed into satchels and bound by strong ropes to the bodies of the snorting animals. It would take time to find the secret city. Even the people of the Grassland Plains who had dwelled in this bandit-ridden environment for generations had no idea where it was.
For a short time, work on the walls of Highmount ceased. Its tired defenders paused in their labours to wave off what could be the last hope for the Three Kingdoms and its people. Jedda stood before the four companions, already armoured as if she expected the siege to begin the moment Sarah left. She drew her sword and saluted them; others did the same, whether with a sword, a helmet or a broken broom handle.
“Fare well, my friends,” said Jedda, “you are our hope and we would see you again in this life. The ground of your journey will be hard more so than soft. Ride well. Keep bravery in your hearts. Let your eyes be clear and your minds free from fear. Return to us, my friends. Return and grant us victory from the hope we have entrusted you with.”
A cheer echoed from Highmount’s walls and through her emptied halls. Sarah thought the sound made the city seem more desolate and haunted than it was. She caught Jedda’s eye and knew that the princess felt the same. Another echoing cheer arose, and Enna set his mount, a stern, grey horse, cantering. He led the party through makeshift gates that were being erected from burnt and reclaimed wood. They were a shadow of the great doors Sarah remembered from her first visit to Highmount with Ossen. The thought of the old Wayfarer made her look behind, to Orraea following at her back. She felt a frisson pass between them as their eyes met, the woman’s eyes flashing bright as a cat’s in the dark. Then the moment passed, the gates closed with a rickety crash, and Sarah shook off the feeling as they left Highmount behind.
But she could not help recalling what had happened in Yrsyllor before this winter set in. She remembered Sula and Mistress Ruth—those whom she thought she could trust had turned on her, both of them wielders of magic. And here was Orraea offering to be her protector from the dread powers of the Fallen One.
Is she here for me, Sarah wondered, or for herself?
“Where to, my Lady Flame?” asked Witta, bringing his sleek, auburn-coated thoroughbred alongside her muscular ebony mustang.
“Please, Witta, just call me Sarah.”
“Very well. Where to, Sarah?”
Sarah looked to Enna, who had brought his mount to a halt and was searching the horizon for something. She took a moment to stare out over the wasteland the Grassland Plains had become, transformed by the passage of the Fallen One’s armies. No grass, only churned mud, stones and soil in all directions. The time of year saw to it that the ground was cool and firm enough to ride on.
“If we bear this way,” said Enna, “we should come to Trepolpen in seven days. We can rest there and ask the people where to go to next.”
“Will Trepolpen still be standing?” asked Sarah.
Enna smiled, the expression like granite being cut open by steel. “Yes, my Lady Flame. Word reached us at Highmount that Trepolpen still stands.”
“Some say,” Witta interjected, “that as long as Trepolpen stands, there is hope for all.”
“I hope that’s true,” Sarah said.
“Then we ride on to Trepolpen.” Enna led them on, into the ruins of the Grassland Plains. As he did, Sarah chanced a look over her shoulder and saw Orraea there, bringing up the rear. Her eyes glowed within the dark hollow of her hood.
Sarah was sure those eyes would not leave her back for as long as they rode.





Chapter Six
“What in the hell are we meant to do with her in charge? A girl! War is not for children! It is no game! The Mother strike me dead, it’s not!”
Splintered capillaries coloured the cheeks of the old soldier who stood before Jedda, drunk on cheap barley wine and fear. 
This was the last thing she needed. 
The soldier’s bulk barely fitted into his armour and not one inch of it was muscle. At least the man standing at her side had not allowed himself to grow so soft and decadent as the soldier before them. General Kella was tall with heavy-lidded eyes that gave the illusion he was about to fall asleep, but Jedda knew he was as hard as a rock. His buckles and embroidery glistened. His leather boots shone with spit-shine. His jaw was so square it seemed to have been cut from old granite.
Jedda could see words forming behind the pupils of the drunk soldier’s eyes. She was the kind of woman he hated. One who answered back. One who would fight. No wonder he had prospered and become so decadent under Ianna and Wyrlsorn.
His name was Morra, and he was no longer in charge. A leftover of Mikka’s tyrannical rule, he had not seen war—but Kella had. Kella had fought Fellspawn in his prime. The beauty of the old ways and times was a memory he would fight to preserve, Jedda knew.
“From what I’ve seen so far,” Kella said, “there’s little evidence you know how to fight a war. That’s why I’m in charge and you are not.”
Morra’s ruddy face grew even redder.
“You have no right to speak to me that way. No right at all! I was captain of the guard!”
His indignation verged on becoming a squeal.
Jedda’s eyes took him in one more time, reluctantly. How sad.
“My orders stand,” Kella told him. “You are to stand down from your position. That burden is now mine, along with many others.”
“Majesty, please. Reconsider.” Morra began to beg. “You are not in your right mind after what has been done to you by—”
“My right mind?” Jedda snapped. “Morra, when I was cast into the dungeons and my sleep was plagued by the screams of my sister being tortured by Ianna, I was in my right mind. I gave myself to the Fallen One willingly. I willingly put a knife in the heart of love and wonder. I walked into His Shadow; no other did that for me. I let hatred and rage become one with my blood and soul. I would let them become so again in the name of my sister ... and my father. I know the armies that march upon us better than you do. The old strategies and tactics will not avail us. Mikka Wyrlsorn gave them all up to his masters. We must find another way, and I trust General Kella to do it.”
Jedda smiled thinly at the sweating, red-faced man. “You will follow his orders or I will send you out into the Grassland Plains as a scout. Do you understand?”
Morra had nothing more to say.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Alone, Jedda walked the streets of Highmount. Former Captain Morra was not the only one who carried the Fallen One’s taint. Something that seemed to have stayed with her, even after she had shaken off the Fallen One’s influence, was an ability to sense those who were still in thrall to His Shadow. Jedda still did not fully understand what had happened to her. He brought her back after Sarah slew her atop the Fellhorn, but his power over her was less absolute than it had been before. She had been able to think, after a time, to feel, and then to break free.
What had the Sword of Sighs done to her?
She watched the rag-tag defenders being drilled and watched those with the necessary skills repairing the great walls and battlements. Yes, she still felt the Fallen One’s hold upon her. It was like spiders scurrying over her skin. A bad taste in the back of her mouth that no food or drink could ever ease. It was also there, waiting for her, when she slept. When she was at her most vulnerable, His Shadow and E’blis sent nightmare upon nightmare to haunt her and each one of them resounded with her sister’s screams.
I will make you pay, she swore. You have lied, cheated and tormented me these long years. I will take my sister back. You will not take Highmount from me again. You will die, O Black Lord under the Mountain.
As her thought passed away like a curse, Jedda saw a shadow flicker in the corner of her eye. She turned fast, her fingers sliding over the pommel of her sword.
But it was only a crow .
A black crow on a tombstone. 
No, it was just a piece of broken, fallen masonry. 
Jedda walked over to it. She met the bird’s dark gaze, unflinching.
She smiled at it.
“You will die, O Dark One.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
From the walls of Highmount, Jedda gazed out over the snow-covered lands that led down into the Norn Valley and beyond. The time of year might have been an advantage if the foe coming against them were mortal. But the armies on the march were not. Even without the might of Malus, there would still be Fellfolk, Phages, Dionin and the Mother knew what else to face before they could defeat the enemy.
If, she thought, only if Sarah is able to convince the Kay’lo to fight with us and to bring them to our aid in time.
Night was settling, and she could tell the guards—a motley selection of bedraggled Earlfolk and palace courtiers—were nervous at their posts, though each would claim it was only the winter wind making them shiver as they eyed the shifting shadows beyond the walls, dreading to see the Fallen One’s demonic creations springing forth from the dusk.
Jedda approached one of the guards. “Where do you come from?”
“Brindan, my Princess. I came to pay fealty to your ...  predecessor.”
“You mean you came to ask him to spare lives and send food to those in need?”
The guard nodded.
“He wouldn’t have done it.”
“I know, my Princess, but I had no other choice. The people in the fields and towns were starving; they may still be.”
“The Fallen One and his spawn speak the truth to none and give no mercy. I understand that you did what you had to.”
“I would again. I hope to pay them back dearly when they come here.”
“You are eager for battle, then?”
“No, my Princess. I am afraid. We all are, I think. But they are coming, and we must fight them when they do. There is no other course open to us.”
“There is not. I only pray that help will come to us in time.”
“If it does not, we will fight to the last and slay as many as we may.”
Jedda squeezed the young man’s shoulder hard. “Whom did you lose?”
“My father, Majesty. A Drujja stripped the flesh from his bones before my eyes.”
“I grieve for your loss. I have lost my sister to this war. I think she will never come back to me. We will make them pay in blood.”
“Aye, Majesty. In bodies and blood.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
Jedda returned to her chambers, but she could not sleep. She wished, in some ways, that she had gone with Sarah, but she knew that without a member of the royal line here, the defenders of Highmount would only hold together for so long. Fear was breeding a certain amount of strength in them, but it was the kind that was as brittle as it was hardy. It would only take the wrong blow to fall at the wrong time and the will to fight would leach out of the people gathered here. 
And I am the one who must hold them all together, she thought. I do not feel ready for such responsibility. It weights far too heavily on me after a few days alone. How will I fare once we are under siege? We could be so for weeks, months even.
She paced the length and breadth of her chambers, feeling the weight of war pressing down upon her shoulders. The hour was very late before she was able to lie down and sleep.





Chapter Seven
Mikka Wormtooth did not know how long he had been walking. The sky overhead seemed to be a broken landscape of thunderheads and stormclouds, rolling and unfurling in time with his progress across the Grassland Plains. He fed on the water from small rock pools and occasional streams, all tainted since the Fallen One’s armies had swept across the land. He could feel the taint burrowing into him, further perverting flesh and bone that had already been twisted into ruin by E’blis, his former master.
But how can one pervert that which is already a perversion? Mikka thought to himself. For I am not a man but a grown thing, a falsity forged in the heart of the Shadowhorn. I am not a man. I never was. I am sickness masked. Diseased embodied. I was sent among men to bring about their downfall. There is naught left in me that could be considered human, or humane.
However, there was the voice. Mikka had heard it the first night he had spent sleeping in a wilderness ditch. He had been hoping for a swift death at the hands of marauding Phages and Fellfolk, but none had fallen upon him in all of his travels. True, their energies were doubtless focussed upon bringing about the fall of Highmount, but still he should have encountered some of them. There were too many for his path to the West to have been so uninterrupted. He could only guess this was the work of the voice.
If someone had asked him, he would not have been able to say why he was following it, because it said nothing of true substance to him. Instead, it whispered in dreams, evoking the world to come. Seythe remade. Seythe as it once was. A land under the dominion of the West and in fear of that which dwelt there. The time of the East and the Nightlands was coming to an end. The Living Flame had been rekindled for this purpose.
As he slept, and sometimes as he walked by day, Mikka was haunted by visions of Sarah Bean. He saw her wreathed in flames, possessed by something both pure and other—beyond good and evil. In that moment, before the mirror exploded, Mikka had seen something he was sure his old master had not. Sarah Bean was beyond E’blis. Her power was not his to equal. The Prince of Pain would fall if her power was fully awoken, and the voice said that it soon would be.
What then for Mikka Wormtooth?
The voice said there would be a place for him in the West, that a power both new and old was arising. All Mikka would have to do was be the one to awaken it, to harness it, and to command it. And, as the dreary days and weary weeks went by, his footsteps led him on a course towards the Mountains of Mourning, to the city of E’phah, to the Deep Forges buried far below.
A new age was at hand, said the voice: the Age of Ashes.
The Iron Gods would walk upon the earth once more.





Chapter Eight
Trepolpen stood alongside the lake, just as Sarah remembered. It had not entirely escaped the scars of war. The wooden walls encircling it had been charred and gouged by attacks at some point. However, the people of the town had repelled the Fellfolk’s aggression, and Sarah could hear the bustle of the town and see smoke issuing from chimneys.
“A blessed sight to see,” said Witta. “I had feared the worst, but things seem to have turned out for the best.”
“There are worse things waiting for us yet, scoutsman,” said a regal voice. Orraea had divested herself of the hood and was regarding Trepolpen and its lake with something less than gratitude.
“It’s a roof over our heads for a night, at least,” said Witta. “Do you not wish for a soft bed rather than another night on cold, hard ground, Mistress Wayfarer? Does your stomach not yearn for something other than dry meat, drier bread, and a mouthful or two of water?”
“It may well do,” said Orraea, “but that is no cause to let elation overcome caution, Master Scoutsman.”
Sarah spoke before Witta could reply. “We’ll be cautious, but we should also show gratitude to the people of Trepolpen, if they are able to help us. Whatever they have to give, they can’t have much. They might think they’re better off keeping the gates shut against the winter, and against us if we act miserably when they offer hospitality.”
Orraea nodded. “You speak wisely, O Flame.”
“Please, call me Sarah.”
The Wayfarer shook her head, making her braid dance where it hung down her horse’s side. “No, you are the Flame, and I am your Wayfarer. Certain manners must be observed and kept.”
You don’t want to get too close to me, Sarah thought, not after what happened to your father.
Before Sarah could say something more, Enna returned to the party.
“Come, we board tonight at The Water Mark.”
Sarah’s face lit up. “Is Master Jez still there?”
“Yes he is, my Lady Flame.”
“Come on then.” Sarah beamed, taking Enna’s lead as her horse cantered through the opening gates of Trepolpen.
Into the town they rode, and soon enough they came to the inn. Like the rest of the town, it bore signs of injury. Here, a window smashed. There, a wound from Dracken fire. People milled through the narrow streets but did not crowd them as Sarah remembered from the last time. Nor was there much singing or the sound of instruments playing. Trepolpen was lively compared to Highmount, but still His Shadow had reached out and left its mark here.
How long before they are overcome? Sarah wondered. How long before Trepolpen is nothing but stumps of wood in the ground and its lake a boiled-dry hole?
Dark thoughts had assailed her since they had left Highmount, although she tried to keep her mood as light as she could. She smiled when speaking to the others; what her Momma had called ‘putting a brave face on it’.
Momma ...
Sarah dismounted without thinking and did not speak as she passed Orraea, Enna, and Witta. Pushing open the door of The Water-Mark, she then stepped inside.
Master Jez stood behind the bar, and his eyes lit up when he saw her. “Sarah! You are safe. It is good to see you. I feared greatly for you when I saw your steeds riding off towards the Mountains of Mourning.”
“I’m no safer now than I was then.”
Master Jez raised an eyebrow and cast his gaze around the bar. A short wench with autumnal curls was chatting to a group of lean, roughly dressed men at one of the tables.
“Mya!” Master Jez called out, “come here and mind the bar. I have guests I must attend to in the backroom. See that food and drink is brought to us.” Mya nodded, making her curls bounce on her bosom, and hurried to the bar.
Master Jez gestured to Sarah as her companions followed her into The Water Mark.
“We must beware some of the grim-faced folk in the bar, dear Sarah. The Fallen One’s armies have not yet turned their full attention to the scattered people of these plains. We were simply in their way when they marched on Highmount and the Three Kingdoms. But they will look to us soon enough, and I fear their scouts move among us. It is difficult to tell friend from foe when so many have been hounded, displaced, and made destitute.”
Sarah looked around the bar a second time and saw what he was talking about. None wore clean clothing. The women were all tired, dry-eyed and frail-looking, except for Mya. The men were unshaven, ragged, and sporting minor wounds from hand-to-hand battles, likely fought on foot against mounted raiders. But still she felt a supernatural keenness in some of the eyes that watched her. Each time she thought that, a strong gaze met her own, the contact was broken, and she could not remember which person she had been looking at.
“Dammit.”
“My Lady Flame?” Enna was at her side, his thick arms folded and his eyes wandering the room like her own.
“Nothing for now. Don’t worry. We’ll talk about it later. First we should eat and drink.”
“Aye, let’s do that.”
Master Jez opened the bar and let them file through into the dark passage that led to the inn’s private backroom. As they went, Sarah could not shake the feeling of Plainsfolk eyes watching until they were out of sight.
Whoever they are, she thought, they’re using some kind of spell to hide themselves.
She should have felt thankful that Orraea was with them, but she did not. When she thought of Orraea, Ossen came to mind and her heart felt tight and heavy in her chest.
How do I say to her that I’m truly sorry? How?
 
~ ~ ~
 
In the backroom, the table was laid with plates of dried meat, hard yellow cheese and flagons of fruit nectar and ale. As everyone was settled around the table to eat a little and drink some more, Master Jez spoke. 
“The trade that once passed through our gates has become a mere trickle. My inn has become colder than I would have liked. I have to serve my guests meals that are mean and frugal. Times are hard and travellers few so tell me, where are you bound, Sarah? The last time you came through here, you were heading from peril into peril. I don’t doubt that this time is no different.”
“We are heading for Lo’a’pan,” Orraea said.
“The secret city? Truly?”
“Yes.” Sarah nodded.
“Then I must warn you that the Kay’lo have become wilder since the Fallen One’s onslaught began. The Dionin have decimated their outposts and underground villages. Lo’a’pan is the sole place that belongs to the Kay’lo, and they will defend it fiercely.”
“We are not here to attack or conquer,” Witta interjected. “We are here to parlay with them.”
“Parlay? With the Kay’lo? And how do you expect to live long enough to do that?”
“Because the Lady Flame is with us,” Witta said.
“Lady Flame?” 
Master Jez looked again around the table until his eyes finally rested on Sarah.
“You? Then it is true. The rumours were right. There is hope.”
Sarah smiled weakly, wishing she could agree with him after all that she had been through so far.
What about hope for my sister? And the deal I made with E’blis? I’ve sworn to betray the very people I am supposed to be fighting for.
“What do you have to tell us, Master Jez?” Orraea asked.
He looked to the Wayfarer and nodded. “You see well, Lady Wayfarer. I know more than most about the Kay’lo.”
“How is that?”
“Before the Fallen One sent his armies forth from the Nightlands, the Kay’lo had begun to trade with me on occasion. They did not see Trepolpen as a threat in the way they did the Three Kingdoms, and their brigand existence can only bring them what they find in the caravans and wagons they waylay.”
“Understood,” said Orraea. “So, tell us what we need to know, innkeeper?”
Sarah looked hard at Orraea, not liking her harsh, interrogating tone.
“I do not know the way to the secret city, but I know a path that may lead you to it.”
“Be more clear with your words,” Orraea snapped.
“A few nights ago, I met with the Kay’lo and exchanged some goods. I am to do the same in two nights time. I can lead you to the meeting place.”
“Very good. It seems our purpose will be achieved more easily than we first thought.”
“There is one thing, however. I will only take you to them if you all go unarmed.”
“Do you mean to betray us, Master?” Enna asked. “The Kay’lo may well be in a treacherous mood if they see us with you.”
“Perhaps. But if you carry weapons, they will slay you before you unsling your sword.”
Enna grumbled in his throat and looked to his companions.
“Master Jez, the Kay’lo took me prisoner when I was travelling with Ossen. They tortured us with poison. Why should I trust them not to do the same again?” Sarah asked.
“Because, dear Sarah, I am not asking you to trust the Kay’lo; I am asking you to trust me.”
Sarah felt the eyes of her companions on her as she mulled over his words. Finally, she nodded. “Very well. We will do as you say.”





Chapter Nine
General Kella stood over the body.
It had been found shortly after dawn, and its ripe stench permeated the air and cut into his nostrils. The corpse had been a slender man, one of the higher-born Earlfolk in Highmount. His chest and limbs were scored with numerous cuts, repeated in a pattern all over him. His skin was rough with the dried rust of blood. He had been bled to death slowly before they put him out here for all to see.
This was not the work of one person alone. There was more than one traitor in their midst. The very thought turned General Kella’s blood cold.
He swallowed hard, watching his men check the corpse for signs of life; there were none. Battle-hardened men were squatting nearby, puking onto the ground. Kella turned away. The princess had been informed. He did not like to show her such things, but he would need her authority in order to act. As he waited, he heard a clanking sound. It was light and musical, but it made the hairs on the back of his neck stiffen nevertheless. He followed the sound.
Clank-clank-clank.
It was coming from nearby, and when Kella looked, he saw something he hadn’t expected to see: a doll, dangling from a ledge, its loose limbs clattering. It was made of bones, strung together by strips of ligament. Someone had dabbled a grim face onto the nugget of bone used for its head. The eyes were hollow, the mouth set in a stiff smile. A few torn strands of hair had been glued to its head.
Still, he knew that minutely painted face.
It was Jedda.
What was this thing—some kind of warning?
Kella put the back of his hand to his mouth and unfastened the doll from the stake. It swayed and swung from his fingers.
Clank-clank-clank.
Kella cast it away into the brush.
“What happened here?”
Jedda had arrived.
Kella saluted her.
“How were they able to do this without the patrols seeing?”
“I do not know, my Princess. Some kind of enchantment. A Mind-Reaver trick, perhaps.”
Jedda nodded.
“It’s a warning and a threat. They are trying scare us.”
“And they will succeed. Not all of our people are battle-trained or even battle-hardened, Majesty. The sight of a horror like this could send them fleeing into the Plains.”
“The first blow is never struck by the sword.”
“Pardon, my Princess?”
“Something that father ... that King Ferra used to say to me. This is it, General. The first blow has been struck.”
“What should we do?”
“Prepare for the next,” said Jedda. “We do not have the strength to strike our own, and they know it. Whoever did this could undo all of the work we’ve done here.”
“They will not. Tonight we will find the one who did this.”
Jedda placed her fingers over the dead man’s eyes, drawing them closed.
Rest in peace. May your soul find its place in the stars.
“What are we to do if there is a traitor in our midst, Kella, possibly even one learned in magic?”
“Watch and wait, Majesty. If we move, we risk panicking the innocent folk we have sworn to protect. If they fear us, they will not fight, nor will they work with all their hearts to defend the city from what is to come.”
“I know. I know. You speak the same words that are in my heart, but it still sickens me that I can do nothing and that others may die before we catch those who have turned against us.”
“If you did not feel so, Majesty, you would be a poor daughter of your father. I see him in you. He shines in your eyes as much as he did in little Venna. You both carry his strength.”
“Venna carried his strength. She is lost to me.”
“Oh, I think not, Majesty. Her body still lives, and her spirit may yet stir again within it. Just give it time.”
“Time is one of the many things we lack.”
“True, but it is also the most precious thing that we have. You should not waste it, Majesty. Pain, hate, and regret eat up time. They make it rot, just as the Fallen One wills it to be.”
“Those are bold words to use to, Sire.”
“But they are the truth all the same, my Princess. Many a man and woman would give up their heart and soul to live a few more hours in their own skin. Sadly, they often do not know this until it is too late to capture more time for themselves.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
Later, General Kella sat in his private chamber with the lights out. There was some comfort in darkness for him, but not a good comfort. Every child born was taught to fear the shadows, and the greater shadows that they might serve. He liked to sit in the dark because it reminded him that they had to be prepared for whatever His Shadow might do. Kella did not drink or pipe-smoke. He sat very still in his chair, staring up at the void of the ceiling. He remembered looking up at his bedroom ceiling as a child with no light to pick out differences or details. They could have been the same ceiling. He could be back there now.
He thought about his first encounter with death: the day his Grampa died. He had been too young to really know the old man. Kella had been sat down by his mother and told what had happened. Grampa was dead. His heart had stopped beating. No more Grampa. That was it. Kella had thought on it for longer than he should have done at the time. It wasn’t healthy, not for a boy so young. But that was why he became a soldier and trained himself so hard, because he wanted to understand death. Not so that he could deal death out to more people but so that he could overcome it. Though he had blood on his hands, he had always considered himself a man of peace, one who wished to fight for a day when all fighting would stop, when war itself would be a thing of the past. But it had not happened, and there seemed more and more ways for men to do terrible things to each other. He had seen too many go to the same place as his Grampa. He could not stop thinking about it, and he often dreamed of the deaths he had seen. He watched the ceiling, like a still curtain between him and death. That next world. That unspoken-of state. Sometimes, he would raise his hands up, almost reaching for it, hoping not to feel empty air. Instead, he wished for a dark fabric between his fingers, something he could cast aside before reaching through and bringing back all of those who had died.
His was a lonely road; he knew that now, although he had not known it as a child. It allowed no time for women or other, gentler pleasures. His conversations too soon spiralled to depths the pillow talk of lovers was not meant to go to. And now he had become too old and grey for tenderness to take root and blossom in his breast, because death was there with him, always. It made every second, every minute, every hour flow through him. He felt the ebbing of his existence in the same way a wounded man might feel his lifeblood leaving him. There was no way he could stop the feeling, even if he wanted to. Kella had travelled far along his chosen path and done much in his life. Now, it felt as if he had barely noticed what he had achieved. Death was too much a part of him, closer than any friend had been. 
But then, there was the princess.
She was her father’s daughter; he could see that. He could also see that she might well hold his life in her hands. Despite everything he had been through, Kella knew he would willingly die for her. He would protect her to his last breath, and he would fight for Highmount even if he would not live to see it return to its former glory.





Chapter Ten
Sarah sat up in the dark of her room at The Water Mark. The headboard of the bed pressed into her back as she sat listening, waiting, and wondering what might have disturbed her. She should be sleeping. After tonight, there would be little rest to be had. Tomorrow night, they would ride out to meet the Kay’lo. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She remembered, all too well, the nightmares they had given her when she was forced to inhale the fumes of the Rosara carna. The wilderness of the Grassland Plains had not been a safe place the first time she had crossed it, and this time it had been ravaged by the fiends from the Nightlands. They were out there hunting for her by land and by sky. She had seen the pain visited upon the people of this place. It was evident in the faces downstairs.
What can I do?
Her hands looked unnaturally pale in the room as her eyes adjusted to the shadows. With a thought, she drew a little of the Flame into herself, a mere whisper of it. Her hands coloured with a low light that pulsed in time with the beat of her heart. 
It’s a part of me until I die. A morbid thought. She blamed the shadows for that.
She looked around the room and saw that she was not alone.
Orraea stood by the door.
Sarah held up her glowing hands so that Orraea could see she was not idle in trusting others, not anymore. Not after Sula and Mistress Ruth.
“What do you want, Orraea?”
“To talk, O Flame.”
“Don’t call me that. I don’t like it, and I don’t think you do either. Me, that is. You don’t like me.”
Orraea nodded curtly but came no closer. Her eyes were fixed on Sarah’s hands, and her body was tense, ready to strike back with some conjuration if she felt threatened.
“What do you want to talk about?” Sarah asked.
“My father.”
“Ossen ... what about him?”
“I want to know why he died.”
“I ... I couldn’t save him. I didn’t know how to. He fell into the chasm with the Iron God.”
“I didn’t say I wanted to know how he died. I said I wanted to know why he died. Why? Why did he fall?”
“He did it ... I don’t know… He did it to protect me—us. Jedda and I. We would be dead without him.”
“But he would alive if not for you.”
“I wanted to save him. I couldn’t stop him. I didn’t know how.”
“A god who doesn’t know how to save those who die for her. A convenient truth.”
“I’m not a god. I didn’t ask for this power.”
“But it is yours, yet you do not know how to use it to save others. I have seen the bodies of those who have died for you. I’ve seen the burns and fire-stains left by your power inside Highmount. But I have seen no life come about because of you, Sarah Bean, only death and destruction. You are supposed to fight the Fallen One for us. You are supposed to defeat him for us. Tell me, do you think there will be much left of this world or any of the other worlds once you are both done?”
“I’m trying to do what I can.”
“And what will you do when the power is fully grown within you, O Lady Flame? You will war against the Fallen One from one end of Creation to the other, scouring all in your path, leaving nothing but dust, ashes, and darkness. Do you find that good?”
“No. No, I don’t. I don’t want that to happen.”
“If you do not want that, Sarah Bean, I think you should take time to better understand just what you are and the strength that is within you. I could not stand against you; none of the Wayfarers could. We are motes in the eye of your storm. Little is beyond you, and if you can come to control what you are, little may survive you.”
With those words, shadows suddenly descended and then lifted in the room. Orraea was gone. Sarah lay back down on the bed, but she did not sleep. Her mind was in flux. Her heart was aching. Dawn came, shining overcast light through the room’s window. It did little to illuminate the thoughts and feelings Sarah was struggling with.
I’m not a god ... can she hate me so much? ... Kiley don’t die ... I have to save you ... I have to betray the Kay’lo ... betray everyone . It hurts ... this fire inside ...
“I wish,” she said, “that none of this had happened to me.”
But she knew she needed to be made of sterner stuff if she was going to lead people against the Fallen One and survive. She couldn’t let on to the others that she felt as if she were unravelling. There was no confidence that she could partake of, no shoulder to cry on, not out here. Orraea might be Ossen’s daughter, but the trust she had enjoyed with the Wayfarer was not there in the blood of his kin.
I am alone.
 
~ ~ ~
 
When Sarah awoke the next morning, it felt like no time at all had passed.
She stretched the cramps out of her neck. Her shoulders were threaded with aching barbs. She wiped sticky grains from her eyes and sighed. The stuff of her dreams was quickly dissipating, leaving nothing for her to grasp at, to understand. The old, dry taste in her mouth wouldn’t wash away. The hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach would be with her all day.
She dressed sluggishly, trying to wish away the way she was feeling.
When you wish upon a star… she thought.
I hope my dreams do not come true.
Then she went downstairs to join the others for breakfast.
“Are you okay, Sarah?” asked Witta when she at down heavily at the table.
“I’m fine.”
“It happens to all of us in these wild lands—fear,” he said. “Perhaps, you’ll get used to it, or, with the Flame, you will master it.”
“I hope so,” Sarah said, not believing her own words.





Chapter Eleven
In Highmount, they kept vigil. Every soldier chewed over the image of the murdered man in his or her mind until, one night, the signal came from one of the night patrols: a flicker of light, and then a second one. Adrenaline washed away tiredness and fatigue. The one they sought was in the ruins of Plainstown, making for the gate. Some of the soldiers had been friends of the dead man. All of them were hoping for a kill tonight. A shambling form staggered through the shadows ahead. The soldiers moved in on him. He stared back into their eyes, his own were dull and he was swaying on his feet, idiot-faced, he was no threat. They watched him, waiting for an excuse to shed blood. Still he stood there, vacant, nibbling at his lips like a nervous rat and not really seeing what was there before him.
As a halberd was raised to knock him out, the traitor’s eyes cleared, the static seeming to dissolve from his mind. He lashed out, surprising the soldier who had been about to fell him. Instead, the soldier fell with his face bleeding from ragged scratches made by dirty fingernails. His halberd thumped, harmless, to the ground. The mad man threw himself, whooping and shrieking, from soldier to soldier, clawing and beating at them with a sudden ferocity that threw them off-guard. They stumbled back in the face of his onslaught and he hunched in on himself, the pattern of his spine showing through his wasted clothes. Then he thrust his face out at them, and they saw that it was truly changed. His jawbone dislocated with a crack, and crusted, yellow fangs flashed at them from below wild, red eyes. Snarling deep in his throat, he crouched to leap. No one moved to stop him; his raw eyes held them still. 
“Hold!”
The shout rang out, and the creature froze, the snarl easing, ever so slightly, on its lips. Princess Jedda strode between the soldiers and placed herself before it. She spoke again, not taking her eyes from the creature, not seeming to come under the spell of its red gaze.
“You will not harm these men. They are under my protection.”
The creature grizzled in its throat.
“You will go with them. You will shed no blood. You will then wait for me to come to you.”
It grumbled deeply as it settled down onto its haunches, but the aggression seemed to ebb out of its frame. Jedda turned to the soldiers, who were shaking their heads and wiping at their eyes, as if awakening from a night’s sleep.
“Majesty, what is it?”
“It is a Were. A Fellspawn. It will not harm you. Take it to the dungeons. Lock it in and guard it. I will come and speak to it later.”
“Speak to it?”
“It was once a man, like you. It will change again once the rage and fear have left its veins. Then I will find out what the Fallen One has planned for Highmount. Take it away.”
“Yes, my Princess.”
The Were shambled away after them. Its gait was pitiful, as if describing the agony it felt without words. Jedda bit back tears as she watched it go. It had been a risk. The Were could have torn the men limb from limb. But it worked. The Were knew her, recognised her, and obeyed her. 
What did this mean?
If her strength, given by His Shadow, was not gone, then He still had a hold over her. Jedda stared down at her hands as the moon emerged from behind the clouds, illuminating the courtyard she stood in. She stared at them for a long time, fearing to see them become crooked and snarled like those of the Were.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The Were did not fall when they shoved him into the dungeon cell. He dropped to his knees, and his palms scraped harshly on the old flagstones. Gurgling, he crammed his sore hands against his mouth and licked at them until the stinging subsided.
A sound.
His head snapped to one side. His skull felt as if it were burning in the underground air. With the night-sight of his curse, his eyes took in the walls of his cell. Another sound came: small and high-pitched. Flashing his fangs again and emitting a pained shriek, he sprang at the little shadow that moved in the far corner. He grabbed at it, picked it up, and tore it apart with his bare hands. Then he rubbed the wet remains of the dead rat over his face, all the while cackling with fear, emptiness, and despair.
The spell was broken.
A man now sat in the cell, his face covered in blood, wondering how he had come to be there. Then, tasting the remains of the rat on his tongue, he remembered. His eyes filled with tears and loud, hard, long sobs wracked his frame. This was not what he had been promised, but in deals made with the Fallen One, no one got what they deserved.
The cell door opened and the man’s head twitched as Jedda and General Kella entered. 
The Were’s eyes widened in recognition, and it prostrated itself before Jedda. “Command me, Mistress. Command me.”
“I wish to know who else is with you in Highmount.”
“I serve no other but you. Your voice is His voice.”
“But before me, there were others. You killed the man, but others brought you here.”
“They did, Mistress. Yes.”
“Then please tell me who they are.”
The Were reared back on his haunches, his body language a horrible fusion of feral and human. He opened his mouth to speak but instead began to choke. He clawed at his face and at his mouth. He crumpled to the ground. His eyes bulged in his head as Jedda and General Kella crowded around him.
“His voice! I hear His voice, Mistress!”
“What does He say?”
“Die ...”
And he did.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Jedda was in the Healing Room. It was cool and well-shadowed, and bowls of smouldering, scented leaves and spices were set out around the room on short wooden stands. Her gaze passed over the still forms of the comatose Herb-Sister and Lady Warden. Their bodies were alive still, unlike that of the Were. First, the Fallen One had taken his body from him, then his mind and finally his life.
It could be the same for me, she thought, I could lose everything.
Jedda sat beside the cot of Mistress Ruth. She wanted to talk to her. She didn’t know why, but it felt better to talk to someone who would just listen. General Kella looked for answers and solutions, but that was not what Jedda needed right now. She just needed to talk and know she was being heard or, at least, believe she was being heard.
“I don’t know who I am anymore, or what I am. I died: I remember that. The awful cold of the mountain, and then passing into something … a blue shadow. It was not like His Shadow at all, although I feared it would be. It was warm and seemed to become dark, and then it became nothing. I don’t know how long I was in shadow until He reached out for me again through the veil of death. Part of me wishes He had left me there. Don’t they say that everything has its time? Children die in the world as well as men and women. Youth is no ward against death. But I changed when I came back, I know I did. Most Fellfolk don’t recover from the spell the Fallen One casts upon them. None should be able to hide their thoughts or feelings from Him, yet I was able to. I am dead, and yet here I am, alive. My heart beats. I draw breath. I can see, think, and feel when I should have dropped dead as soon as the Fallen One’s hold on me ended. It must be the Sword of Sighs that did this to me. It must be.”
Jedda looked at Mistress Ruth and wished the comatose woman would respond.
“What am I? What have I become? What has the Flame made me into?”
One of the Sisters who was caring for Venna and Mistress Ruth roused from dozing on her chair. Her face paling slightly and she smoothed out her skirts as she got to her feet.
“Are you well, Majesty?”
“I’ve been feeling strange, sick, since the attack last night.” 
“How so?”
“I have been having ... bad dreams.”
“Bad dreams are to be expected.”
“Yes, I know. But these ones … I think they are being sent to me ... by Him.”
“It could be. You were once cursed by him. The taint may still be upon you.”
“I was afraid you would think me a fool.”
“In my eyes, my Princess, you are not a fool. You are the best. You show respect for the people you defend here.”
“Thank you, Sister.”
Jedda finished her tea, and then stood and left.
Alone with the dark, the Sister rocked back in her chair. Her eyes travelled around the room, examining with care every corner where the dingiest shadows lay, ensuring she was truly alone. She made a sign against the Fallen One in the air, taught to her by her grandmother, and closed her eyes.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Kella stood on the walls of Highmount with an abnormal rigidity about his posture as he awaited Princess Jedda. His eyes were focussed on some point far away, so it took him a few seconds to register Jedda’s presence before him.
“You don’t look well, General.”
“I am not, my Princess. We’ve already lost a dozen.”
“What?”
“A dozen people have fled from Highmount. I don’t know how they got out, but they found a way. There’ll be more soon, if this carries on.”
“They’re mocking us, General. They mean to whittle away our morale with desertion. Do we know who brought the Were into Highmount?”
“Not yet, my Princess. I have as many men searching as can be spared, but that is too few, I fear. People are already nervous. If they believe we do not trust them, if we give them reason to fear us as much as the enemy, we may lose more to the wilderness.”
“They’ll be slaughtered by Fellfolk before they can even get to their homes.”
“Or turned to His Shadow, Majesty. You know that. I know that. But they do not. When people are trapped, they will see even the hand that offers poison as offering them something good and sweet. If they believe they can only die by remaining at your side, the Fallen One has only to tell them that they will not die if they leave Highmount.”
“Can people truly be so easily deceived?”
“When times are as desperate as this, and fear is all they have to feed their bellies, my Princess, then yes. Yes, they can.”
“Let me know when you find the traitors, General Kella.”
“You feel sorrow for the Were, Majesty?”
“Yes. I do.”
She said no more, just gazed out over the white lands beyond Highmount’s walls and thought of how soon they would be awash in the blackness and darkness of Fellspawn.





Chapter Twelve
The expanse of the Grassland Plains unfolded before Sarah as she rode out of the gates of Trepolpen with Master Jez in the lead, his horse laden with the scant provisions he trade with the Kay’lo. They had all left their weapons behind – even the Sword of Sighs. Sarah felt vulnerable without its hilt in her belt. It was the rod to the Flame’s lightning. She feared that she would not be able to control the power without it.
Well, not much I can do about it now, she thought, I’m just going to have to control it, aren’t I? Somehow.
The night’s clouds hung low, and a cool dampness in the air made her companions’ clothes cling to their skin. Sarah could feel a cold sweat prickling her brow and see it glistening on the others too. They were all nervous. All afraid.  Orraea was affected. Sarah wouldn’t have said she was pleased to see that, but it reassured her that there was a feeling heart beneath the Wayfarer’s frosty exterior. No conversation passed between the riders. The Kay’lo were keen of ear, and their tunnels ranged far and wide. Sarah could not risk their plan being overheard before they arrived at the meeting place, so each rode on, alone with his or her thoughts. Sarah could make out Enna’s hunched shoulders ahead, as if he were prepared to fight at any moment. Beside him, she noticed the easier, flowing rhythm of Witta’s movement, and found her mind wandering to how good-looking he was for an older man. But she stopped those thoughts before they wandered too far.
I have to be alert and pay attention tonight, she thought. There’ll be time enough for daydreaming another night.
After an hour had passed, a downpour of hail that soon turned into rain tumbled from the dark heavens, quickly churning the land around them into black rivers. Their horses’ heads bowed under the barrage, but they slogged on.
Maybe there might be something up ahead, Sarah thought. A house, a hut, a farm, just somewhere for a breather and a break.
They rode on in wet misery. The moon never once pierced the heavy clouds as the exhausted, wheezing travellers hung from their saddles, almost toppling onto the sodden ground at times.
Finally, Master Jez signalled a halt. They gathered into a slumped huddle as Orraea conjured fire from the space between them. Its flames leapt up—blues, whites and greens colouring their faces with a flickering, ghostly hue. The fire warmed them, dried them, and after a short while their teeth began to stop chattering, but the miserable silence remained oppressive, along with the relentless, drumming rain. 
Sarah turned to Enna and asked, “Why did you want to come on this journey? Why did you agree to put your life in danger for me?”
“Why do you ask, my Lady?”
“Because a lot of people have … put themselves at risk for me. Some I knew. Some I didn’t. And I want to know why.”
“My story, my Lady, is a sad one. I was a criminal at one time, a brigand of the outlying Grasslands hereabouts. One day, I came upon a woman who was great with child. I had robbed men and women before on the roads. I had even killed those who tried to fight me or escape. But this woman, Della, was not someone I could have harmed. Her voice was gentle and her eyes were too much like a child’s: innocent of the world. I spoke to her, I found that she had been abandoned on the road by her own family. The man who had made her with child did not want a baby, and her family refused to care for her, so she was sent out onto the road to live or die. I took her in. I cared for her and, when her time came, I helped deliver the baby. It was a hard and painful time for her, as I am no Herb-Sister, but the child was born healthy and Della survived. She named the baby D’nai, in honour of the goddess of love. From that moment, we were never far from one another.”
“Then came the day that the Nightlands’ hordes spilled out into the Plains. They set fire to every homestead in their path. Della had made me a better man than I had been, so I was away from my own home helping others save theirs. I was not there when …”
He paused. Sarah watched him swallow hard and blink a number of times before he continued.
“My home was a ruin, and their bodies were inside it. I stepped away from my grief long enough to bury them and bless the graves in as much of a manner as I could. I came to Highmount after that. I wanted to fight the Fallen One and slay as many of his creations as possible. When the word was put out that a quest was to be made to the Kay’lo city, I volunteered. Such a quest could be the difference between His Shadow’s victory and or His defeat. That is why I am here.”
Sarah laid a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Enna.”
“Do not be, my Lady. Be sorry for any Fellspawn that stands in my way.”
Sarah’s eyes turned to Witta, and he nodded.
“My story is one of hope, though no sadder, necessarily, than Enna’s tale. I was a scout during the last war, before we became estranged from the Kay’lo. I fought alongside them and undertook missions with them as we sought to drive the Fellspawn back into the Nightlands. There was a Kay’lo girl—different to the other Kay’lo. Her hair was honey-white and her skin was as pale as a skull. She was beautiful to me, like a sculpture in the finest marble, but her fellows rejected her because she was not dark-haired and dark-eyed as she should have been. I think she had no one to talk to before I came along, as she talked to me of this as we ran, hid, and carried out our sabotages against the enemy. She was strong, fast, and a good fighter—as fierce as they were, and as dedicated—but they never accepted her as one of their own. I would have followed her to the Edgelands of Seythe and jumped into the dark places below if she had asked me to. 
“The last time I saw her was on the eve of the Great Push. We promised ourselves to each other after the fighting was done. But then came the slaughter of the Great Push. We drove the Fellspawn back, but we lost so many, and it was not long after that the Three Kingdoms and Kay’lo came to blows over the Grassland Plains. With that, I lost her, with no way to find her, dead or alive, until now. When we get to Lo’a’pan, I mean to seek her out. If she is dead, I will find her family and tell them how brave and proud she was, the honour she did to her bloodkin during the last war against His Shadow.”
“What was her name, Witta?”
“K’Aoa.”
Enna asked, “So, shall we press on through this misery then?”
“Unless we can find some form of shelter, yes,” Master Jez answered. “This abysmal weather has made me lose my bearing across country. I’ve never seen the like of it before.”
A studied silence engulfed the small fire as they each reflected on the unspoken truth. The storm had come on too fierce and too sudden to be anything other than conjured.
“Hold. Look over there.” Witta peered into the darkness beyond the fire. “I believe I see a light other than our own. It looks to be a stronger one, too.”
“Then let us head for it before we become drenched once more.”
Master Jez nodded and sprang into his saddle. The short break seemed to have reinvigorated him. When he glanced back, Sarah felt sure he was just checking everyone was mounted and ready to move on, but she couldn't shake the feeling that he was also checking they were not being followed.





Chapter Thirteen
The farm they came to was quiet and strange, although lights burned in its windows.
“This could be a trap set for us,” said Enna.
“True, but I want to get out of this deluge and into the dry,” Witta replied.
“Then we go in carefully,” said Master Jez. “Enna, Witta and I will check the farmhouse and barn. We will return for Orraea and Sarah when we are sure the coast is clear.”
“The Flame will be safe under my guard,” Orraea said.
Sarah opened and closed her mouth, feeling as if she should have had something to say. Not having thought of anything in time made her feel a little stupid. She sank into silence as she watched the men ride off towards the farmhouse. Tension hung palpably between the two women while they waited. Sarah could sense the emotional stagnation in the air, could hear the older woman shifting in her saddle, as if holding thoughts and feelings within. She was sure that she was doing the same. It was never pleasant to be alone in the company of someone who didn’t like you, but Sarah was  feeling the atmosphere was not all Orraea’s doing. She was sure it was spreading out from the farmhouse too, in some way. The windows continued to glow with the hues of dusk, undisturbed by passing shadows, and Sarah wondered when the men would return.
Eventually, three dark shapes separated from the farmhouse and slowly resolved themselves into the forms of Master Jez, Enna, and Witta. Their bodies were free of tension, but Sarah felt something else there. They had found nothing amiss—she knew that before they spoke—but something about the farm still bothered them.
“There are no signs of a trap or of any of the Fallen One’s servitors hiding in the farm. The lights are oil lamps, and appear to have been lit not long ago. But it seems the farm’s owners will not be returning. All of their belongings are gone. We can rest here tonight,” Master Jez said.
They rode together to the farmhouse, unmounted, and tied their horses to the hitching posts at the front of the house. Sarah thought she glimpsed teethmarks—and not the teeth of horses either—gnawed into the wood of the posts, but she dismissed the thought as tiredness. The weather was playing on her nerves.
Sarah and Orraea retired to the room that appeared to have once been the kitchen while the three men took the living room space. They lay on the floor in their clothes, leaving their packs and sleeping blankets to dry out in the far corners of the room. It did not take long for any of them to fall into a deep sleep.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah was awakened by the child. It did not touch her. It merely stood before her, very still, unmoving. It was breathing; she could see that much. It was no dead thing come to haunt her. But still it shouldn’t be there. There was something wrong about it. The moment closed around her as the child stood there, eyes downcast and yet seeming to see her and not see her simultaneously. Sarah watched the child, which just stood there before her, waiting. Patient. Expectant. Waiting for her to do something. 
Sarah did nothing.  She did not call out to Orraea, and her throat felt dry and stiff. After a time that could have been seconds, minutes, or hours, the child spoke in a lost voice.
“You should not seek to deceive him.”
Who?
“The Prince of Pain knows you as you know him. He knows you will seek to save the Kay’lo. You will try not to sacrifice them to his will.”
Who are you?
“I am a Wight. I do as he bids me.”
You’re a child. A little boy.
“My mother and father are dead. Fellfolk took me to him in the Nightlands. I saw things. Horrible things. And then he made me a Wight—a wanderer who bears his eyes and enforces his will.”
The child opened its eyes, and Sarah wished she could have screamed. The eyes in those sockets were not human; they may once have been, but now they were hellish pits. A cruel smile curled the child’s lips as it sprang, leaping through the air in a nightmare-slow arc that brought it down hard upon her chest, driving the breath from her body. Sarah tried to move, but her arms and legs were still and wouldn’t respond to her thoughts. Her mouth was open, but no sound came out. The smile on the possessed child’s face was swiftly becoming a demonic rictus and its fingers were eagerly fastening around her throat. Sarah could feel its thumbs pressing down hard on her windpipe. Black smears spread across her vision, and she heard the voice of E’blis.
Those who defy Him die, O Flame, and once you are dead, your sister will follow soon after. Her blood will feed the Fallen One and speed His resurrection.
“Kiley! No!”
Sarah caught the Flame, or was caught by it. She could never be entirely sure. It seared through her, blasting away the paralysis that had engulfed her to hurl the child from her. It slammed it into the wall, where it crumpled in the corner and did not move.
Oh no ...
As soon as the Flame had come, it went again. Sarah let it go with ease this time. She could hear the sound of Orraea awakening as she scrambled over to the small form in the corner. The child was still, and its skin was cold. Sarah grasped its chin and raised it up so she could see into the child’s eyes. They were normal. Human. There was no life left in them.
Sarah let the child’s head flop back down and moved away from it, shaking her head, mouthing ‘no’ over and over again. She barely felt the Orraea’s hands on her shoulders, and she had not noticed Master Jez, Enna, and Witta join them. The three men examined the boy, finding no more life in him than Sarah had done.
“What happened here?”
Sarah heard the words but said nothing.
“Sarah, please tell me what happened.”
Her eyes fixed on Orraea’s, and for the first time she felt something akin to empathy there, shining deep in the frosty depths.
“He came out of the dark to me. He said ... he warned me ... E’blis made him. He’s dead. I killed him!”    
“No, Sarah,” said Orraea. “You didn’t. This child has been dead a long time. Wasn’t his skin cold as ice when you touched it?”
Sarah nodded.
“Those who have just died do not feel so cold. You know that, don’t you?”
Sarah nodded again, hesitantly.
“This child was killed by E’blis. He was the trap we did not see. He was made for you.”
“There was a boy,” Sarah said, “months ago, in the Norn Valley. I almost killed him when he attacked me. I was so scared. He was possessed, but he was a child. I couldn’t bear it if I’d killed him. And now ...”
“And now, you have not killed a child again.” Orraea fixed her with a stare that was harder and more like the ones Sarah was used to from the Wayfarer. “Listen to me. His death is not your fault. You can be angry about it. You can remember it as another life to be avenged by the defeat of the Fallen One. But you cannot hate yourself for it. He did not die because of you.”
Sarah nodded once more and tried to force a smile from her lips. Orraea broke her gaze to help the others carry the boy’s body from the room. Sarah knew they were going to bury it. Part of her felt guilty for being too afraid to help, but she couldn’t look into that face, those eyes, again. They had been so vicious and twisted with evil, and then so innocent, empty, and lost.
Later, standing on the fringe of the farm, Sarah watching flames licking up over the windows of the farmhouse as it burned. Orraea had started the blaze with a minor enchantment, to heat the damp wood and keep it burning even if rain fell. 
As she stood with her companions, Sarah remembered the child’s face as it fell away from her. So still. So dead. How the eyes had lost their tainted glow to become wide and pleading. Human. They had been begging for sympathy and understanding before they became empty of life. The shadows in the farm were His, Orraea said, and more creatures might yet come out of the dark to pursue them if the building was allowed to remain.
“You must be careful, Sarah,” warned Master Jez.
“Why?”
“We have burned the house down, but we cannot scorch away memories or sorrow. These are the ashes and cinders that endure in our hearts.”
“How do I live through something like this? I know Orraea is right, that I didn’t kill that boy. He was already dead. But that doesn’t change how it felt to me. He felt alive and then he felt dead.”
“Sarah, you could give yourself to the sorrow and let it be the meaning in your life, for sorrow is a tenacious thing and does not pass away easily. But if we do not try to let them go, our nightmares will always come back to haunt us.”
Sarah felt nothing. She was empty. Numb. A stranger in a strange land. Someone who should not be here, because when she was here, terrible things happened. Terrible things like this. The world was cast in a new light to her. The sun did not shine in the same way as it had when she was a child.
Is this what growing up feels like?
I don’t like it.
The future was dark and uncertain, she understood that, but did life and death have to come crashing in all at once?
Such uncertainty took away your hopes and dreams. It changed them and your path, leaving the old one burned and in ruins, so it seemed. But that is the flow of things, and you need to go with it. Fight. Hold on. Try to put back together what has fallen apart, to rise from the darkness and return to the fire’s light. Then all this would be behind her.
For ahead lies hope, reborn.





Chapter Fourteen
Someone was banging on her bedchamber door.
Jedda stumbled to her feet, shuffled to the door and opened it.
“What is it?”
The wide, wild eyes of a servant boy stared back at her. “My Princess, he has escaped. The general sent me to tell you.”
“Who’s escaped?”
“The killer. He is out in the streets, loose in the old market street of Plainstown.”
“By the Mother! He can’t be!”
Jedda dressed hurriedly in a plain jerkin, leggings, and boots and let the boy lead her out of the palace. She knew where to go. She followed the shouts and screams, and there he was, the Were, standing in the remains of Plainstown Square, dressed only in a dried skin of blood and dirt. His bones showed through his skin; some foul magic was acting on him. It had brought him back from death. A small bag , its neck open, sat at his feet, showing a severed head inside. He had killed again.
The Were’s drifting eyes came to rest on Jedda, and the slit of his smile revealed rancid teeth before those same eyes grew wide and rolled up into themselves as he fell. A puppet with cut strings. Jedda and General Kella jogged over to the crumpled pile of murderer. His limbs were drawing in on themselves, his bones rattling with the rhythm of a perishing stick insect. He was trying to speak. 
Say something! Speak to me! Tell me what happened!
Jedda wished she could ask all of the questions she had for this creature. A mouthful of blood spat out of its mouth, and then the body stopped twitching, the eyes dead. The creature’s stomach sank, settled, and was still.
“It’s dead, my Princess.”
Why had it been resurrected only to come out here and die again?
Jedda looked down at the pathetic, wasted form on the ground.
For some reason, she felt this was something more than death.
She felt it was a warning.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Later, in the palace mortuary, Jedda looked the body over. Cause of death was easy enough to ascertain, but it had been so perfectly staged, dropping dead at the moment it made eye contact with her. Jedda had felt that an understanding had passed between them at that point, but she could not work out what it meant.
Not yet.
It was like the Were knew it was going to die rather than live again. 
But no one knows when they are going to die.
Unless someone tells them.
She remembered a snatch of an old song about the Fallen One. “He makes life as death and death as life. He takes them both for He knows thy first-born time and thy last-born hour.”
She shivered at the words. Looking at the corpse, Jedda had the feeling it was missing something—something that had been there, evident, before death. Whatever it was, it was gone now, and it made the flesh and bones before her feel unnaturally empty.
She spent an hour bathing after she left the mortuary, but still Jedda could not shake the sensation that had passed over her, a sense of something more than death having happened to the Were.
Is that to be my fate? To just drop dead like that?
Will I become so empty?
 
~ ~ ~
 
The next night, Jedda crouched in the shadows, out of sight, awaiting a signal.
Those responsible for the Were had been found; that much they had been able to ascertain. General Kella had tried to dissuade her from accompanying them, but she had insisted. She needed to see this through to the end. 
Three women unknown to anyone but themselves had been noticed. One was older, in her thirties, and the other two were in their late teens, but they did not have the look of a family about them. Their eyes were wide and haunted. They did not speak or move together as a family would. They left the market with some fruit and went into a house where an old man was known to live. When the day began to grow dusky, the women left and Jedda lead the soldiers inside. 
It was dark, but not so dark that they couldn’t see the old man inside.  Dead. His throat cut open. He had been dead for many days. The windows had been covered and the edges of the doors taped over to keep the light out. 
Jedda scratched at her throat as she pulled down the coverings that had been set over the windows. It had grown musty and close in the hut. She had only to follow her nose to discover the place where the women had kept the Were. Its pungent dung mingled with stale straw in a small alcove to the rear of the hut. A jar of scented sleeping powders was nearby, the means by which they had kept the creature docile until it was turned loose. One of the soldiers sent a signal through one of the windows. The women were clearly using the cover of dusk to return to the wall and signal Fellspawn waiting outside Highmount. A member of the outer patrol answered with a flicker of light. Jedda could see revenge burning in Kella’s eyes. The general betrayed no other sign of his feelings, but Jedda knew that once these women were caught, the general would put them through hell for what they had done. A shout, cries, and the sound of blows being struck, and then three voices squabbling, came from outside. Swords drawn in the dark, Jedda and her companions rushed outside.
The three women froze.
Looking from one to the other, Jedda felt déjà vu wash over her. The expressions on the women’s faces—as if waking from a dream or a sudden, violent madness. They stared at their trembling hands, only moments ago clawing at each other’s faces, as if they were not their own. Their eyes travelled to a hole in the ground that led under the wall. It must have been burrowed by the Were, Jedda thought, but it was partially water-logged now from melted ice and snow. The women still seemed confused and lost as the soldiers rushed forward to arrest them.
Jedda was confused; these women were not the faithful acolytes she had expected. They stayed still, swaying a little, not quite sure where they were, not quite seeing, until the blindfolds were fastened over their eyes.
Only then did they began to kick and scream.
They would have to be interrogated. There could be more of these creatures. If there were more traitors in Highmount. Jedda had to know the truth, otherwise the defences of the city and the morale of its people would be shattered before the armies of the Fallen One arrived at the gates. 
Interrogation would mean torture; these women would not willingly give up the information Jedda needed, she knew. Their fear of His Shadow would eclipse any verbal threat she would be able to make. Yet Jedda also well remembered how Ianna had treated her when she was imprisoned. She rubbed at her wrists. She had not forgotten the pain of the rack’s ropes, nor the ache of her joints as they were drawn out to breaking point. Her stomach turned at the notion of putting another human being through such suffering.
Do I have the right?
 
~ ~ ~
 
Interrogation and torture were necessary.
These things had to be done.
Jedda told herself this as she bathed afterwards.
Didn’t they?
She scrubbed her hair dry and climbed into bed, hoping for sleep, not nightmares of the screams she had heard before she left General Kella to finish his work alone.
It was a vain hope.
In her dreams, E’blis was waiting for her, dark-robed and skeletal atop his throne in the smouldering chambers of the Shadowhorn.
“Ah, Jedda, daughter of Ferra. You have found your traitors then.”
“They are no longer a threat to us, E’blis. You will receive no more messages from them.”
“I never expected them to be more than a petty annoyance to you, Princess. Their purpose was to create fear, and they have done just that.”
“The people of Highmount will see that the traitors have been found. They will no longer have reason to fear.”
“I did not mean the fear of the people, Princess. I meant your fear. Your fear of yourself.”
“You talk in riddles, Prince of Pain.”
“Not at all. You know what I mean. Your fears. What you are. What you will become. What need will I have of a pathetic Were and its handlers when I have Princess Jedda to use as I see fit?”
“You do not have me, Dark One. I broke free of your master’s control.”
“Is that what you think happened? Did it never occur to you that your self-will might be a mere illusion His Shadow has granted to you? That all that has happened since is by His design? You are something different, Jedda Ferra, as was Mikka Wyrlsorn.”
Jedda flinched at his words.
“You will find out soon enough just how different you are, and then you will yield Highmount to me.”
“Never.”
“Time will tell, Daughter-King. It always does.”
The voice of E’blis still echoed in her ears when she awoke. She could feel the weight of his word. Like barbed black wires, they were already working away on her heart.
I will surrender Highmount to him.
The certainty in the fallen Creator’s words chilled her to the bone.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The following morning General Kella was waiting for her in the court chamber. His manner was relaxed. Satisfied. Any tension that had been in his face the day before had faded. Jedda looked him over and realised how different they were from one another. He had seen war. She had played at it. The weight of his experience was something he bore because he had to. Jedda felt her responsibilities were going to break her if this carried on for much longer.
“They talked, Majesty.”
“Then we know what we need to.” Jedda kept as much emotion from her voice as possible. She did not want to think about what might have been done to the women to draw out a confession. There was no love for servants of the Fallen One in Highmount. No mercy. Even though his taint had touched some of the people here, their hearts still knew how to hate him. What if they found out about me, she thought, what happens then? If they knew that E’blis walks in my dreams and speaks to me ...
“You know what to do next?”
“Yes. Set them free, as you ordered.” Kella said.
She looked into his eyes and felt a chill pass over her skin as she did. She saw death there, waiting for him, for her and everyone else within the city walls.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Jedda watched as the women were led to the wall. One of them hobbled, glancing at Kella then quickly looking away. The general’s face was still, betraying no depths, no sympathy. Jedda’s eyes travelled back to the spectres being led to their escape hole. One lost her footing and fell hard. The others, shaking, helped her up and onward. Jedda was glad the women had their backs to her. 
The following evening, three corpses were staked out before the walls, all were bruised and slashed from further torture. Jedda watched the burning light finally extinguish in General Kella’s eyes as he looked the bodies over, nodded, and turned away.
Is this how I wish to win this war? Jedda wondered.
Was justice done here?
She did not think it so.





Chapter Fifteen
Kiley Bean could smell rankness in the air and taste bitterness on her tongue, as if the very worst human emotions had become tangible. She did not know where she was or why, except that it was like no place on earth. She had slept badly, her muscles knotted and tense. The sounds of strange, unearthly creatures and very human cries echoed through the winding passageways and chambers of the Shadowhorn.
She wanted to get escape this place, but she knew it was impossible. She had seen the kind of things this E’blis kept as guardians. They would tear her to pieces without the escort of one of E’blis’s robed creatures.
Woran said they were called Mind-Reavers. He was afraid of them. 
Kiley understood why the first time she saw one of them without its hood; a writhing head of disgusting tentacles with that stubby trunk hanging under them. Woran said that they used it to suck out a person’s soul. The idea was as crazy as it was frightening and thinking about it only served to make Kiley shiver.
At least, despite this cold, monstrous place she was stranded in, she knew Sarah was here. She was out there, somewhere, but alive nonetheless. Now that Mom was gone, at least Kiley knew she had someone. 
If I ever get out of here, she thought, glancing around the cell she had been thrown into. Woran was the only thing keeping her sane—that’s how it felt, anyway.
“Why’re they keeping me here? What’re they going to do to me?”
“I don’t know, child. But I do know that Sarah will not forget you. She could only bear the power of the Flame if she had a true heart, and so she does.
Kiley slumped in a corner of the cell, waiting for the guards to bring her bread and tepid water. Woran had scraped together debris from the floor of his cell and piled it up into a small, foul-smelling fire to heat the water before they drank it. 
“Water from the Nightlands is pure poison,” he told her.  “To drink it without cleansing it with fire would be to invite death, or worse.”
Kiley wanted to ask what could be worse than death, but her imagination was already in a whirl.
I hope this is a nightmare, she thought. Soon, I’ll wake up back home, and I’ll find Momma there with Sarah and Malarkey.
Two Mind-Reavers opened the cell door and strode in, setting plates down on the ground. Woran sprang to his feet and charged at them, catching them off-guard and brandishing a flaming brand from the fire. Kiley guessed the Mind-Reavers hadn’t seen what they had to fear from an old man and a little girl. But as the flames caught in the first Reaver’s cloak, it began to emit a fearsome shriek. The creeping tongues of flame coursed up the robe and all over the thrashing gaoler in moments, sending its fellow fleeing from the chamber, howling.
“Run, Kiley! Go, child, while you have the chance,” Woran shouted, “Head to the West. Keep your back to this place at all times.”
Kiley hovered on her feet, unsure.
She glanced at the crumpling form of the first Reaver. It was sizzling and bubbling as the flames dwindled down to nothing.
Where was its body? There seemed to be nothing left inside the cloak.
“This is no time to daydream! Run for your life before more of them come! You will come to the Grassland Plains. If you can cross those, you may find Highmount and your sister waiting there for you. If luck favours you, you will meet a friendly face before you travel too far from the borders of these benighted lands.”
Woran’s words brought her back to herself. 
Kiley ran.
Through the catacombs of the Shadowhorn, she kept to the shadows, slowly descending from the mountain’s heights. Alcoves offered themselves along the way to hide her from the many creatures that came shuffling, shambling, and crawling past. Some had eyes, but many did not. Colossal worms with human faces, hunched mounds of flesh and muscle that stomped along on gnarled tree-trunk legs, and men with iron arms and rusted metal heads all passed her. She had never seen anything like them before—in the real world or in nightmares.
This must be a nightmare, she told herself. It can’t be anything else. It’s too horrible.
Kiley was hungry and dry-mouthed before she finally reached what she guessed was ground level. She wished she had taken some of the bread and water with her, but there had been nothing to carry it in.
Head to the west, keep your back to this place at all times.
“Where are you, Sarah? What is this hell I’ve come to?”
She crept forward slowly as the strange fog of the land closed in around her. The ground was uneven and rocky, and there was nothing soft or gentle about this place. Shapes moved through the fog as she ventured on. Kiley shivered and tried not to look at them, forcing down the urge to run. If she ran without seeing where she was going, she was sure she would hurt herself somehow and then she would be at the mercy of whatever was out there. She didn’t know what exactly was out there but she knew she was not alone. Mumbled voices, calls, whisperings, and ululating howls seemed to both approach and retreat from her. Nothing was clear. Everything was unreal. It made her skin creep as she picked through the unforgiving landscape. When her feet were too sore to continue, Kiley curled herself into a shallow cleft in the rocks. Exhausted, hungry and thirsty, she could go no further without rest.
 
~ ~ ~
 
She awoke to a sound that made her think of broken fingernails dragged down a blackboard. Something was scrabbling across the rocks around her. She huddled in her hiding space as the sound grated on the surrounding rocks, and on her nerves. The unbroken sea of fog washed over everything, leaving her unable to tell where the sound was coming from. Eventually, the noise subsided, and Kiley crawled out from her hiding place. She walked on with slow, careful steps. Whatever it was that had been scuttling about, she did not wish to disturb it.
Yet she had. 
The thing reared up out of the fog before her, where it had been waiting for her. It reminded her of the worm-creatures with human faces, except that it was huge. It crawled towards her and the hard tissue of its hide made the scratching sound that she had heard. It opened a mouth that was filled with long, sharp teeth that went klikt-klikt-klikt. Kiley spun with a scream and sprinted into the fog, completely losing her sense of direction. It scrabbled and slithered over the rocks as it came after her, bearing down on her with speed. Its pursuit was tireless. Its speed inescapable. 
Kiley fell and rolled over down an incline she had not seen through the murk. She tried to regain her feet as she scrambled about on the rocks. Her sight went white momentarily as the air around her was suddenly split by lightning and an explosion, throwing the giant larva away from her. Kiley scrambled back some more and then climbed her feet, dusting herself down. The monster thrashed on the ground, twisting its wounded body about but not rising. Behind it, a Mind-Reaver strode out of the fog with a group of Fellfolk in its wake. Before she could think to run, the Mind-Reaver made a strange gesture in the air, and Kiley found she could not move. One of the Fellfolk approached. His tainted red eyes rolled in their sockets and his slack mouth struggled to form the words he uttered.
“You will come with us. You will return to the Shadowhorn.”
At a wave of the Mind-Reaver’s tendrils, she walked.
Back to the mountain she followed them, her heart weighing heavy in her chest.
Woran was waiting for her in the cell. She could see that he had been beaten since she escaped. My fault, she thought, they hurt him and it’s my fault.
He smiled for her with difficulty, and she saw that some of his teeth were broken and missing.
“Oh, my dear child. They caught you. Did they hurt you?”
“No, they saved me from something out there, but I don’t think they did it out of kindness.”
Woran said nothing in reply. 
Kiley knew she had been saved only because they needed her for something, something to do with Sarah. And she knew that what they needed her for couldn’t be anything good.
Nothing good at all.





Chapter Sixteen
The journey had been long, painful, and hard but he had survived its rigours and that was enough. Mikka Wormtooth stood alone in the darkness of the Deep Forges, the resting place of the Iron Gods beneath the city of E’phah in the Mountains of Mourning. The silent gargantuan statues of the Iron Gods stood in line on either side of him. He saw that their great leader of old, Kaomos, was the only one missing.
No matter, he thought, the other nine remain and they should be more than enough to make Seythe tremble to its roots.
For Mikka Wormtooth’s hatred was not for Sarah Bean or E’blis or the Fallen One alone. No, he now hated every living thing on Seythe and wished to see the entire world burn down to stone and ashes. All would fall before him and beg for their lives before they were slain. Men, women, elder folk, children, flora and fauna, everything would die. Clad in rags and with the iron mask bound to his face by strips of torn leather, Mikka took out the precious item that had been bequeathed to him.
The ring that had bound once bound Sarah Bean’s power. 
He did not know how it had returned to his possession. He had awoken from a rough night of sleep on the Grassland Plains to find it nestling in the thin cloth of his pocket. He awoke with knowledge in his mind as to what it signified, but from where the knowledge came he did not know. He did know it meant revenge for him—on everyone. The ring was the same, but its nature had changed. It had been refashioned as a locus for the spell cast by the Ka’aron, who dampened the flames in the furnace-hearts of the Iron Gods.
Break the ring and break the spell.
Even now, though, after so much walking and waiting, Mikka Wormtooth was unsure. He was a small thing of flesh and bone compared to the forged monstrosities towering over him. As soon as the fires in their breasts were set free, they would awaken, and in their fury, they might well crush him into pieces. Despite his pain and misery, Mikka did not wish to die. Not just yet. Did he?
Even if I do die here, they will still burn and crush Seythe into nothing.
“So be it. If this is to be my last act alive, then so shall it be.”
He laid the ring on the ground at his feet and brought out a rock he had picked out on the mountainside. Raising it up, with a sharp intake of breath Mikka clashed the rock down on the ring. He struck the ring again and again. Then, on the fourth blow, he felt a crack.
The ring was broken.
From all around came a great grinding of twisting metal and the sound of fierce fires suddenly roaring into life. The Deep Forges echoed on and on, as the Iron Gods awakened. Nine pairs of smouldering demonic eyes gazed down upon Mikka Wormtooth from high in the darkness overhead, and he screamed in exultation.





Chapter Seventeen
The flaming mortar shells came just after midnight, screaming ten in a row, soaring high into the night and plunging down into Highmount, one hard, heavy concussion after another. Flames rose up from where they struck, colouring the night sky until it was as bright as day.
“It won’t be long now, will it?” Jedda asked.
General Kella stood beside her, but he didn’t answer for a moment. Despite the dark, Jedda could see his gaze flick from one burning beacon to the other, taking in the spectacle of death, and the heaving mass beyond the walls that made up the army of the Fallen One. Calm, measured words spoke for him, “No, not long now before they attack. We must be ready.”
“How long can we hold them off?”
“A few days, my Princess, perhaps. The walls are weak and the gates are no better. We have made what repairs we can but without supplies from outside, we have exhausted the lumber rooms, stone holds, and scavenged everything we can from the houses that have not been completely destroyed. Hundreds of thousands of Fellspawn are massed against us and they will be coming from the Norn Valley and across the Grasslands. They mean to break Highmount and crush us between them like grapes in a wine-maker.”
“There is still time for Sarah to succeed, General. The Kay’lo may come to our aid yet.”
“And cut through these ranks of Fellspawn, my Princess?” He swept an arm before him, at the army beyond Highmount. “The Kay’lo may be many, but the Fallen One has many more at his command. The Age of His Shadow has come to our gates. I am not sure if we can stop it coming to pass.”
“Then,” said Jedda, “we must burn brighter than all of His shadows before they put out our light forever.”
“As you say, Majesty. We may go down, but we shall go down fighting.”
Jedda rested her hand on top of the general’s. “Together, Kella. We shall go down fighting together.”
Their eyes met, and the old man smiled.
In the distance, Fellspawn battle-horns sounded.
The final battle was approaching.





Chapter Eighteen
Master Jez dismounted at the base of a small hillock crowned by a copse of wasted trees. He waved to the others, who did the same, and they gathered in close to listen.
“This is the spot. I have the provisions, which I will hand over to the Kay’lo first. I will then tell them you are with me. Then, and only then, should you approach. If you do anything other than what I’ve told you, this could go ... very badly. Does everyone understand?”
The companions nodded.
“Now, it is near the hour. Take cover.”
They did, just in time.
The Kay’lo rose out of the ground like revenants fresh from the grave and moved to surround Master Jez. They stood as one beneath the moon, their burnished skin contrasting with its bright, pale light. Their faces were as fierce and beautiful as Sarah remembered. Her heart hammered in her chest at the sight of them. She could not hear what they were saying, the keenness of the wind was blowing their words away, but she could tell that they were becoming animated. Their gestures were stern, aggressive even. Her heart beat faster as she strained to hear over the wind. If the Kay’lo knew of their presence, or worse, of their mission, this could be the moment when it all came to nothing. Without Kay’lo to guide them, they would never be able to find Lo’a’pan by themselves.
The others knew that as well as she did.
A glimpse of movement in her peripheral vision startled her. Turning, Sarah saw Enna rise from his hiding place and stride purposefully towards the Kay’lo. They saw him well before he was in reach of Master Jez, and closed into a tight circle around the innkeeper. Sarah tensed, ready to rise also. She could hear Enna shouting to the Kay’lo on the wind but was not what he was saying. Witta was at his heels. He had seen the danger too late, she was sure, and waved his arms in a series of calming gestures. 
It had no effect upon the Kay’lo.
The circle of warriors made a sudden movement and Sarah was on her feet, running, as she saw Enna and Witta fall as one, collapsing in on themselves. She reached them in time to see their limbs spasming, their eyes wide.. No words passed their parted lips.
No!
Sarah turned on the Kay’lo, anger surging through her before she could even think to master or control it. The Flame had her; she was the heart of it. The wind became a light breeze and then fell away to nothing as a pillar of pure inferno consumed her.
“You should not have killed them. They meant you no harm.”
“We are Kay’lo. Men have always meant us harm. Especially those who sneak up on us in the dark.”
“You knew we were here before then.”
“Yes, we did. But it was their decision to attack us.”
“They were not attacking you. They had no weapons.”
Master Jez put himself between the Kay’lo and Sarah’s mounting fury.
“Sarah … if you kill them Lo’a’pan will be lost to you.”
“They killed two innocent men! You promised we would be safe if we brought no weapons.”
“I know, and I was wrong. But if you kill them now, more innocent people will die. You cannot do this now. This is not the time for vengeance.”
“Shut up!”
“Listen to me. Your anger could destroy this chance for you, for Seythe. I am asking you, please, master yourself. Extinguish the Flame. They will kill me if you don’t. They will kill Orraea too.”
“I think not, Innkeeper.” Orraea stepped into the light cast by Sarah’s diminishing fire. Sarah wanted to avert her eyes from the Kay’lo, but she knew she could not. It would show weakness, and to show such feeling before the Kay’lo could lead to them denying her what she wanted from them.
“We have been waiting for you, Flame-bearer.”
“Master Jez told you I was coming?”
“No. We heard your footsteps long before that time. The Grassland Plains belong to us. Our tunnels were beneath your feet before you had come far from the traitors’ gates.”
“Then you must know why I am here.” Sarah said.
“We do. We are here for you, but we are not here for them. Their city can burn. Their children can be slain. We care nothing for those who did as much to us.”
“The same could happen to you if you don’t help us stop the Fallen One.”
“You have been swayed by the traitors.”
“No. Some of them are my friends, but no one has swayed me. Your people attacked me and held me prisoner when I was travelling to the Fellhorn last year.”
A murmur made its way through the Kay’lo. Their leader bowed to her, though he did not break eye contact. Sarah saw a strange violent serenity in his eyes, and sincerity too.
“You have my word that those who held you so will be punished.”
Sarah shook her head. “You don’t need to. They died. The Dionin killed them all.”
Another murmur was followed by hisses between bared teeth.
“Then honour is satisfied though not by the means we would have chosen. Nevertheless, they paid for the wrong they did to you.”
“With their lives? That is how you would have punished them?”
“If the wrong was severe enough, Flame-bearer. Life is gold and blood is silver. We pay those prices unto Death that we might live longer than those who fall before us.”
“I didn’t want that to happen to them.”
“We cannot talk more in the open. Come with us. The worms are abroad, Flame-bearer. We must go before they catch our scent and find our tunnels.”
Before I betray you to them, Sarah thought. Maybe I should, after all. For Enna. And for Witta. Maybe I should.





Chapter Nineteen
Sarah crawled through a black labyrinth with Kay’lo warriors before and after her. Orraea was somewhere behind her, but the tunnels were too tight for her to look back. Master Jez had returned to Trepolpen after the Kay’lo took their supplies from him. The burrows pattered with soil shaken loose by their passage and they passed huddled groups of Kay’lo in alcoves and hollowed-out spaces. Some watched her pass; others were praying. Artists were busy sketching clumsily with stumps of charcoal. She saw some who crouched with their eyes closed, lips moving but not speaking, composing words, for some unknown reason. They passed tunnel openings that were new and others that were buried—a web spread beneath the land. For every opening that was lost, Sarah could see another two or three were opened.
Even the scouts of the Fallen One would be hard pressed to seal this network off entirely. Sarah guessed it would be take an afternoon’s digging to hollow out another branch to an existing tunnel and fashion a fresh opening.
That being said, it was far from comfortable. Everyone moved on their hands and knees. Lamps were nestled in hollows at irregular intervals; there was not enough air in the tunnels for candles and the air that was there tasted unclean. Sarah paused every so often to steady her breathing. Time passed but she did not know how long they had been crawling. Lit alcoves came and went. Tunnels swallowed their own darkness. It was long and tedious, until the claustrophobic tunnels opened out into an ancient sprawling cavern that could have housed Highmount three times over. The polished, shining stone of the interior was a welcome relief to her oppressed senses.
This was Lo’a’pan—and it was like nothing Sarah had ever imagined.
She had expected it to be a place of dirt and winding burrows, but instead it was a great, bowl-shaped cavern with levels of alcoves and balconies by the score that led into warmly-lit hollows. Vines and roots descended from the higher openings, entwining like lovers’ fingers. Sarah watched Kay’lo, young and old, ascending and descending them so nimbly that they might have been running up and down the sheer stone itself.
The base soil and stone of the cavern had also been worked on so that there were numerous patterns running across it. At first, Sarah could only make out the beautiful, seamless flow it but, as she looked closer, it resolved into hieroglyphs depicting people, creatures and artefacts.
“It is their history,” said Orraea, coming to her side, “every inch of Lo’a’pan tells a part of their story. If it were to be damaged or destroyed, then they would lose a part of themselves. This is why Lo’a’pan is so precious to them – more than anything.”
No wonder the Fallen One wants this place and its people destroyed, Sarah thought, and I have agreed to help Him do it.
“How did you know about it?” Sarah asked.
“Tales reach the ears of Wayfarers. Truth and rumour are often difficult to tell apart but we remember all. One never knows when such a tale might prove useful or be revealed as true.”
“It is beautiful.”
Sarah could see groups of Kay’lo were gathered in depressions that had been cut into the cavern’s floor. Some of them were children playing. Others were men and women practicing their fighting stances and weapon forms. Then, there were those that she assumed must be the elders of the Kay’lo, sitting cross-legged in circles with their heads bowed in silence. And, at the heart of the cavern was a colossus that dominated the entire scene before her. She had seen it before, in the vision granted to her by the Veil of Remembrance in E’phah. It was the Great Tree—what was left of it. One of the First-Born of Creation alongwith A’aron and E’blis. 
“I remember it. How did it come to be here?” She asked one of the Kay’lo.
“It is the heart of Lo’a’pan and of Seythe,” he said, “Each of the worlds grew from a Great Tree. Without it, the world withers, becomes barren, and dies altogether. The duty of the Kay’lo has always been to preserve the Great Tree. We are its keepers and protectors. The men of Highmount would have burned it, or felled it to use the sap and wood for their restorative powers. We could not allow such sacrilege.”
“And so began the war between the Three Kingdoms and the Kay’lo?”
“Yes, and we would fight such a war again in the name of the Great Tree.”
“There is a war being waged as we speak.”
“So there is, but we are well-buried here beneath the surface. The Great Tree has strength enough to protect us—and itself—from the Fallen One’s power.”
“How can you be so sure of that?” Orraea asked.
Sarah shifted uncomfortably on her feet, but no-one seemed to notice.
“We would trust in wood, sap, soil and stone before we trusted in the hearts of men. The heart is a fickle thing. Wood, sap, soil and stone are constant and true.”
“But what about the Dionin?”
“The worms are pernicious, but we can keep them at bay. The Great Tree wards Lo’a’pan with its roots. Dionin that come upon the roots of the Great Tree die in its embrace.”
“But the world above will be left barren if the Fallen One wins,” Sarah said.
“So be it. Everything has its time. All things live. All things die. The soil will become ripe again. Trees shall grow and bear fruit. Water will run through the dry riverbeds. Life will begin, and light will shine after the shadow passes away. The Kay’lo may live to see such a time. We may be long dead before such a time comes to pass.”
Sarah didn’t know what to say to that.
“Come, Flame-bearer. The Elders wish to speak with you and the Wayfarer.”
She followed him, with Orraea stepping silently behind. “Tell me, what’s your name?”
“I am D’Noi.”
He said no more.
The Kay’lo were as taciturn as she remembered. 
She descended with him into a hollow where a group of small, wizened Kay’lo were sitting in a tight circle. They were not wearing the leather armour favoured by the younger Kay’lo instead they wore loose robes that appeared to have been fashioned from a dark hardy fibre. Their grey-white hair was bound into intricate dreadlocks that were woven, it seemed, to suggest roots and vines.
D’Noi introduced Sarah, and they nodded sombrely. One of their number stepped forward. His eyes were cloudy with rheum and his fingers were arthritic knots fastened over the heads of two walking sticks that clicked harshly on the stone.
“I am T’Yuua, and I will speak for the Elders. I wish you courage for your coming battle, Flame-bearer. We are told you fight for the people of the land as if it were your own.”
“I like to think I would fight for everyone in this world as if they were my own blood,” Sarah said.
“A fine sentiment, Flame-bearer. We thank you for it. Be welcome here. You have travelled far with your companion. Now, you must rest and eat, for tomorrow we will parlay with you.”
Companions, Sarah thought, I’m not going to forget about Enna and Witta.
T’Yuua’s smile wasn’t sitting quite right on his face. The muscles seemed to move against one another. Sarah didn’t know quite what to make of that. Something told her she was being kept in the dark about what would really happen tomorrow. But their audience was at an end and she could see that they would say no more today as they turned their backs on her and reformed their silent, nodding circle.
Sarah followed D’Noi out of the hollow. Lo’a’pan’s interior suddenly developed a sullen frostiness—an emptiness. Echoes and whispers worried at the edge of her hearing. Eyes met Sarah’s: those of Kay’lo passing by. Their lips were moving, muttering, yet no sound seemed to come out. Still, the whispering increased in its intensity to the droning hum of an hive. The chattering of hatching insects.
Something was watching, waiting and coming closer.
It will be here soon, she thought, the moment where I have to choose. To save them or betray them. To save my sister, or to save Seythe.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sounds from outside Sarah’s alcove, soft like the rhythm of a dance, woke her, and she rose to look outside. The Kay’lo were dancing in the underground dust, each swaying in the brightening light cast by the limbs of the Great Tree. Their arms swung, lashed, and twisted at their sides. Their knees bent as if they were kept on their feet by a strength outside themselves. Sarah felt shivers overtake her as she watched. Shoulders slumped then became tense with writhing. Mouths hung open, slack. She could see something wriggling in their mouths and trailing out over their lips, then hanging there, pale and fibrous; fabric soft yet glistening wet. Sarah watched the strange fungal tongues grow until they hung all the way down to the ground. Where they touched it, the cold ground steamed and the tongues coiled into small, quivering piles before the shifting feet of the Kay’lo. The only sounds were her own breathing, the beating of bare feet on earth, and the sound of the seemingly endless wet material falling from their mouths. With a sudden heaving, each Kay’lo spat out the last of the things. They stopped their dancing.
Silence filled the space.
Sarah watched, waiting. Her fingers, holding tight onto the sill, ached. 
The worms were moving now. Uncoiling. They became long, lashing headless lengths that whipped about in the dust. Sarah watched them weave and coil, mesmerised by the sloppy rhythm of the strange, whitish matter. She could smell them slowly baking in the subterranean heat—a stale odour that made her cough and gag. Slowly, the worms crumpled in on themselves, dropping to the earth, twitching, stirring, rotting quickly. Their husks, drying out, became one with the dust and the dirt.
One by one, the Kay’lo dropped down into the dust and were still.
They are coming, she thought, the Dionin are on their way to Lo’a’pan.
Can I still do it? Can I betray the Kay’lo?
In the back of her mind, she was sure that she could hear the cruel sound of E’blis laughing.





Chapter Twenty
Morning came and Sarah arose, washed and dressed. Outside of her alcove, Orraea was waiting for her. The Wayfarer’s face was as unreadable as ever. 
“Do you know what will happen to me today, Orraea?”
The Wayfarer shook her head, “The customs of the Kay’lo are well-guarded and none of our order have ever been to Lo’a’pan before. Today’s events will be as new to me as they will be to you.”
But is that true, Sarah wanted to say, can I trust you not to lie to me?
“Come. They await you.”
Orraea led Sarah to the bowl-shaped hollow beneath the Great Tree. Kay’lo, young and old, paused to watch them pass, making the hairs on Sarah’s neck stand on end. Their staring eyes were so dark and sombre.
They know what’s going to happen, Sarah thought, why won’t someone tell me?
The Kay’lo Elders bowed their heads to Sarah as she descended into the space beneath the Great Tree. She could smell the richness of its sap and feel the fertile warmth emanating from its bark. As she came towards the small group of old men and women, she saw the source of the light wind that blew through Lo’a’pan and kept the underground air from becoming stale and musty. A deep hole bored directly underneath the Great Tree allowed fresh air through. The edges were too clean and neat to be Nature’s work. She wondered where the hole led to, and what was down there. A number of roots hanging from the Great Tree disappeared down into the hole.
Perhaps it leads to the Wood Beneath the Worlds?
It had been a long time since she had last thought of Gorra, Yagga, and the White Rider. Her time in Seythe had buried the memories until they felt like something from a dream. Sarah stood before the Elders, and one of them came forward, resting his weight on a staff woven from a number of dark roots.
“Sarah Bean, Flame-bearer, if we are to fight for you we must know that you are true and will serve the Great Tree and the land it is rooted in. You come from another world. We must know your love for this world is as strong. You must be tested for us to believe in who you are.”
“What must I do?”
“You must undertake the trial of the Great Tree.”
Sarah looked him in the eye and said, “I will take the trial. What do I have to do?”
“You must hang from the roots of the Great Tree for one day and one night.”
“What?”
“The stone of sorrow is one that we all bear.” He bared his breast and pressed the palm of his hand over his heart. “If you are the Living Flame, your heart will be strong and you will be returned to us. If you are not, you will go on into Erebus, the land beyond death, and never return.”
“This is crazy.”
“If you wish the Kay’lo to fight alongside the traitors and thieves who travelled with you, you must take this trial. You must do this, and then you may lead us. You will hang from the Great Tree until you are dead. If you do not come back to us, you are not the one you claim to be.”
I’m not asking you to trust them, I’m asking you to trust me.
But not this much.
“Orraea!”
They were asking her to die.
She’d seen television shows where people were resuscitated at the last minute from a near-death experience, but that was back in the real world. There were no heart monitors here. No adrenaline injections. No paddles and paramedics ready to shout ‘Clear!’
Sarah didn’t know what to do.
“Orraea! Help me!”
A semi-circle of Kay’lo warriors had gathered silently around the rim of the hollow. She had not even heard them approach. She took a step towards them, and they flowed down into the hollow, barely raising the dust with their swift footsteps. Two stepped forward and took her by the arms.
“Orraea ... ”
The Wayfarer stood away from the crowd, doing nothing. Her clear blue eyes were disturbed, calmly observing the ritual. Sarah struggled and tried to kick and reach out for the Flame, but the divine, supernatural fire refused to come this time. It hung out of her grasp—a mote of imaginary light dancing away from her senses. The eldest of the Kay’lo came towards her, holding what looked like a length of rope. Sarah saw that it was a root from the Great Tree. She writhed in their grasp and called out for Orraea again.
Did she know about this, after all?
Was this why Orraea had travelled with Sarah, after all, because she knew the Kay’lo would sacrifice her? Was this her revenge for Ossen’s death?
The root was tied into a noose and fastened around Sarah’s throat as the Kay’lo bore her towards the whistling hole beneath the Great Tree. They were chanting now and stamping their feet in the pat-pat-pat rhythm Sarah remembered from that morning. She understood what that had been about now, at least. They were preparing for this from the moment I entered the city. The Kay’lo warriors held her aloft over the hole. Sarah looked down and saw how deep and dark it was. She tried one last time to break free, failed, and let out a sob.
“Kiley ... I’m sorry.”
The hands holding her were gone.
Sarah was falling.
A sudden, horrible tightness tugged at her neck.
Sarah blinked.
A girl was hanging in the air before her. She could see her. She was closer than Sarah had been and her hand was outstretched. Sarah could see what was yawning below her. An abyss. An emptiness she would fall into if she did not take that waiting hand, but could the hand be trusted more than the abyss?
Sarah reached out and took the proffered hand, feeling oblivion draw away from her as she did. She was no longer falling. She was gently drifting. With her free hand, she rubbed at her throat. There was memory, vague and unsure, of something tight around her neck, strangling her.
A bitter breath filled her lungs. Her eyes stung with tears she could not shed. She could feel ground beneath her feet though she could not see it. It was then that Sarah recognised the girl, the face before her.
Kiley ...
“No. You can’t be dead. He promised.”
Kiley shook her head and smiled awkwardly.
It wasn’t Kiley, Sarah thought. It’s something wearing her face. But why?
Sarah reached out and pinched the girl’s skin. She was solid, not a ghost.
“Am I dead?” Sarah asked.
“Almost. Not quite. You’re getting there.”
“Don’t play games with me. I’m tired of them. I want answers.”
“Then you should not have come to Erebus. Here, you are outside the Thirteen Worlds, the Spaces Between, even the Realms where your friends Ossen and Adraxis rest.”
“So is this like a dream?””
“In a way it is, and in a way it is not. It has to be like this, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”
“Why’re you here? You’re not Kiley.”
“No. But I am here because I have to be. Because you need me. I was told to come.”
“By who?”
“That would be telling.”
“I don’t understand this shit.”
“No, it’s not shit, Sarah Bean. It’s the truth of your heart.”
“My heart?”
“Yes, you’ll be dead soon, unless you do what you need to do here. Your blood will water the Great Tree and your soul will become one with its roots.”
“You look like Kiley. You don’t sound like her, though.”
“You should not change the subject, Sarah. You should listen to me.”
“I’ve had to listen to too many people in the last four years, and I still don’t understand half of the crap they say.”
“Then listen more closely, O Living Flame,” the girl whispered. “See truly. Then you will be free.”
“Oh, just ... fuck off.” Sarah’s words were deafening in the silent abyss.
The girl did, burning with colours that Sarah could not name.
“See truly, Sarah Bean. See truly, or you will fall into darkness too.”
It appeared out of the gathering grey. At first it was unclear, a haunted hand. Pressing on, Sarah saw it growing. It dwarfed not only her but all things around it. It was an inverted fossilized colossus. The dried-out, dead hulk of a tree. Its bows were arm-thick gnarls and each branch was a broken spearhead. It hung over emptiness, a cavernous burrow that had been bored through to the darkness beneath the world of Seythe. It was the dark brother to the Great Tree, and the only way to climb it seemed to be downwards.
Sarah climbed down, hand over hand, feeling for knots and whorls in the root tangles to secure himself, crouching, extending first one foot and then the other, tasting the air as it grew more stagnant. The roots were thorny and rough. They sliced at her skin as she made her way down through them. She felt like she had been climbing through them for hours. Her bones cracked. Her fingers bled. Her muscles were raw, begging for a rest, but every time she stopped, the roots would creak and moan, threatening to give way under her. The only resort was for her to keep on moving. She could no longer see the trunk of the tree, the bows, the branches, or the cliff face it grew down. But she could see another place below. It was high and mighty, made up of concentric cliffs and descending depths. It was cold and silent. Dead and empty. Fog swam in, obscuring her view. Its greyness swarmed around her. Its touch made her hands and face numb. Sarah felt sick. Her lowered foot was suddenly dangling in thin air. Sarah grabbed onto the roots, twining them around her wrists, forearms, and fingers.
Oh no!
This was it. She could go no further, but she couldn’t see any ground below. She swung in the tree’s roots. She did not know what to do next. Her shoulder itched, so she rubbed at it. She felt her skin begin to itch elsewhere. She scratched at her cheek.
The first spiders were minute.
Where had they come from?
They made steady progress towards her. They were thick with dense hair and patches of light colour were visible on their creeping legs. Their multiple eyes flashed every so often. Spiders poured out of the tree, dropping through cracks in the walls and ceiling, swarming through the door, shining black, red, brown, white and yellow.
One tensed its strong limbs, thrust, and sprang. Sarah struck the thing away with her hand. Another followed the crushed one, then another. Her hair was stirring, and she felt a coarse tickling at the base of her neck. Countless little bodies entangled themselves in the roots of her hair. Sarah slapped and pulled at them, beating bruises into her skin and tearing at her clothes. The plague went on, not abating for a minute. Wiping tears from her eyes, she winced as dozens of petite incisors pierced her skin as one. Her eyes rolled in her skull. 
The world was spinning away from her. She was falling. She felt the tree tying her neck in a noose of roots and vine. It drew tight. Her breathing grew thin. Her head flooded with pressure. She could feel her face flushing, burning, turning purple. Dirty great spiders ran across her failing vision. Her tongue hung from her mouth, lapping desperately at the air.
Something spoke to her.
The living may not enter here, only the dead.
And then, her fall stopped.
The noose snapped taut.
She breathed her last.
She was dead.





Chapter Twenty-One
The mountainside trembled and shook, and then heaved like a mother’s womb bracing itself to give birth. A great shattering. Fire and darkness. Screams of ancient metal grinding against rocks and stone. For a moment, the sun was in shadow, and then it shone again upon the devastation below. One after another, the Iron Gods strode out from the cavernous hole they had carved through the Mountains of Mourning. They were led by the one known as Daogoth, now that Kaomos had fallen. The ruins of E’phah showered down around them. The earth shook beneath their feet, and black fire belched from their smelted nostrils and gaping maws.
Before them was Mikka Wormtooth, surrounded by a spherical nimbus of shimmering energy. He was much changed. The ancient spirits of evil that animated the Iron Gods had blessed him with power and strength greater than he had ever received in the service of his creator, the Fallen One. His rags fluttered around his body like the wings of a black crow. His flesh rippled and coursed with the power it contained. Green flame curled in tongues from his open mouth and eye sockets.
His mind was one with the Iron Gods and he understood what they were and the nature of the beings that inhabited their shells. Every aspect of creation must have balance. Where there is Good, there is also Evil and the latter is often buried, somewhere out of sight. The spirits of the mountains were born in the stone roots of Seythe. They would have been the world’s natural shadow but the Fallen One threw things out of balance. His alien power infected E’blis and led to A’aron’s fall. The spirits of the mountains were frustrated as their purpose was usurped by the being who had entered the world from Outside.
They waited and their dark dreams slept until the Fallen One and E’blis were driven back into the East of the world. It was then that the West began to rise. The Molloi had their cities in the mountains were easy prey. They built the Iron Gods and unwittingly gave to the spirits the bodies they craved. The Iron Gods conquered and destroyed as they had been born to do. But their fury became so much that the First Wayfarer intervened, seeing that the spirits were going beyond their purpose. To be the balance in the world is one thing, to be the herald of its end is another. The First Wayfarer smote them, damped their fires and sealed them in the Deep Forges. And the spirits raged all the more because they saw how the Fallen One had usurped their rightful place. They were without purpose and it was not until Sarah Bean’s presence re-ignited the fire in the belly of Kaomos that they knew how black their hatred for all things had become.
It was a bitterness that Mikka Wyrlsorn well understood. He was a made thing, bred for one purpose and, without it, he was an empty shell. 
No more.
The Iron Gods were as kin to him, and whosoever had given him the ring that awoke them must have seen this. Now, Mikka possessed the strength to smite those who had wronged him and the Iron Gods were free to lay waste to Seythe and crush the Fallen One. Together, they were a force that none could hope to stand against.
Together, they would have their revenge.
“My brothers,” Mikka shouted, “we march upon Highmount, and then to the Shadowhorn. All shall fall before us. All. Shall. Fall!”





Chapter Twenty-Two
Sarah Bean found herself in a dark place, unable to see, hear, or feel anything. Suspended in darkness, she didn’t know whether she was up or down or what.
Is this what death is like? The thought sent a shiver through her from head to toe.
Am I just imagining I have a head and toes now? Or are they really there?
There was nothing and no one around to answer her question.
Now what do I do? Just wait here? Just ... hang around?
It was cold, like the heart of winter. 
Then, for a time, it was like summer, sweltering heat beating down upon her from no source she could find or see.
It was then that a figure came out of the dark towards her.
His face was lined with numerous chasms and gorges in the flesh that spoke of much living and much pain. His eyes were small, secretive pearls nestling in his face. The man smiled at her unkindly, revealing teeth that were rancid and ulcerated gums. His eyes, those weird white eyes, would bear no refusal. 
"You want something from here, from this dark place, yes?"
Sarah nodded.
"I can take you to a place and show you something, but you must be true to your wish. You must want to see something more, or it will come to nothing and it will be most awful for you.”
Sarah followed the man into the freezing shadows. 
 
~ ~ ~
 
Unseen winter depths raged and stormed around them. Sarah’s boots crunched in time with those of the man. He was so thin, a scarecrow’s shadow that could become easily lost to her if he wandered too far ahead. His pace was assured. He knew where he was going. Sarah’s steps were the unsteady scuttling gait of a beetle, a creature unsure what terrible crushing blow might next befall it. The shapes forming in the dark around her seemed to struggle with one another. Their limbs were lithe, sinuous, and boneless. Their faces were distinctly sculpted from shadows of bone, and housed glinting winter pearls for eyes. The melancholy revenants faded away soon enough, but the sight of them stayed with Sarah nonetheless, haunting her heart.
Sarah did not know how long she pursued the old man through the night-storm. There was nothing living in this place, nothing familiar, no people. The only sounds other than those of the storm were lost, distant, and fleeting. 
Then it came looming out of the dark:  an immense edifice soaring up, up and up, out of sight. A defiant finger carved from the blackest doom, its state was dreadful, cracked and crumbling by ages spent weathering the extremes of high heat and deep cold that plagued this place. It seemed hollow, empty, and abandoned to Sarah’s eyes. A chrysalis of old stone. The man was waiting for her by one of the holes that led into the structure. The pearls of his eyes were bright and white, shining the way for her from within his sallow face.
"Here. Inside is something more. I offer you this chance, are you sure you want to take it?"
Sarah was stilled by his words.
“You may still walk from here,” he said. “Go back to the world you came from. Return to life as you knew it.”
"No. I have to do this."
"Very well. Through this doorway is the way. You will know it. You will find it and then it will find you, and you will know something more."
Sarah stood there for a time, her eyes staring into his. She felt as though she should say something, thank him, show camaraderie, acknowledge him somehow, but she did not know how to. He merely nodded, as if he understood her confusion, and turned away into the fell storm that was still blowing around them. Sarah watched him go. Soon enough, he was consumed by the tempest, but as she turned to step into the doorway, she could not help but feel a pang of something: a moment of perception that hurt as it was translated into emotion. She was sure she had seen his body crumple in on itself and fall to the ground, seen something thin and sinuous, with a boneless shadow for a skull, escape to dance with its white-eyed fellows.
Never mind, she thought, I am here now. I’d better get on with it.
The doorway before her lacked a door, but the darkness within felt tangible and smelled both dry and very old. This was not a safe place. Sarah was afraid. Afraid but determined. She had accepted the man and his offering of something more. She did not want to go back; that would lead only to failure and despair. The eyes of the man, pearls of snow, hard as ice, reminded her of that. There was strength in the bargain she had made, and there was no room for reneging on the deal now.
The threshold into the building was marked by a clear line. On one side was dark, dirty snow; on the other, an absolute density of darkness. Once she set foot in it, it would consume her as readily as the storm had consumed the man. Her feet suddenly felt the cold more bitterly than ever, and she paused, uncertain. She turned herself around and about, to see if she was being watched.
She was—by the storm. Whatever was there within it was watching her with white eyes that fell from far up in the deep dark. Watching her and waiting for her to do as she had said she would. Go inside, into the darkness, and search for something more.
Sarah turned away from the storm and went inside.





Chapter Twenty-Three
It was dark inside, so dark for a long time, and she stood there, waiting, until she could see. She had done as she had agreed: she had gone inside. She had crossed the threshold, not knowing what to expect. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the gloom, and she saw that she was in a chamber stripped bare of furnishings, with stairs at the far end. Sarah moved towards the stairs, wondering what could be waiting for her in this grim interior.
She was alone and very far from home, and she felt lonely as she climbed the stairs, up and up, unsure what she was going up and up towards.
Something more was all that she could hope for.
She could feel the emptiness of the structure as she ascended, how it clung to the shadows and stains on its walls because there was nothing more tangible left for it t to cling to. There was nothing of substance to embrace here. It was no wonder the darkness here bore down on her with such weight. In some ways, she felt she was descending as much as she was ascending. Pressure seemed to build in the air; not the kind that comes with great heights or dizzying extremes, but the kind born of inescapable depths and the abyss.
Sarah remembered the old man’s face: the fissures, furrows, depressions and cracks, all worn into ageing matter. All deep. All dark. All forbidding. 
Her fingers wound hard around the corroded banister, making the material creak and then sigh. Each step she took was hard and firm, cracking loud on the stone steps. It was a sound made to say that she was here, to separate her from the dead weight that was descending towards her even as she was ascending towards it.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah grew tired.
Lights and voices played across the walls of the structure, writhing, flickering and reverberating. She passed doors as she climbed the stairs—all shut, keeping darkness in, keeping darkness out. A thin thread of blood began to run from her nose. The pressure was building. Dim colours were marbling her vision, and the air was becoming thick, making her mouth and throat sting. She was in need of a rest from the climb, from the steep, ascending descent, and here was a door that did not look secure. 
Sanctuary. For a time.
She was growing so tired. Her legs and lower back were laced with aches and agonies. When she looked down, she saw the angular spiral of half the building's height descending below her into oblivion. She had come so far, and she was feeling it. She went to the door.
I could open it, go in and find some space to sleep, or just lie down for a while.
She took the handle in her hands, but did not yet turn it.
All of the doors were closed here. Places abandoned were never so consistent. It had to mean something. She thought of a brain, of synapses and then the place she was in. The doors were all closed. The synapses cut off. All thoughts and feelings were trapped inside, made prisoner. Open the door, and you open all the doors. You release what is inside, trapped and screaming. Her hands trembled on the handle. They still did not turn it. Keeping darkness out, keeping darkness in.
What would happen if I let whatever was out in and in out?
Blood streamed from her nostrils now. It spattered wetly on the ground. Darkness upon darkness, be the sign and set the darkness free. Somewhere, far below, she thought that she heard a door crash open. Then, there was silence. She removed her hand from the handle. She continued to climb, sure she was no longer alone on the stairs.
The crash of the door opening below resounded through the hollows of her skull ceaselessly. She could feel a fresh tension in her muscles, which was temporarily invigorating, but she knew that it would lead to her body tiring even more, even sooner. 
She tried sprinting up the stairs, floor after floor, the dull walls blurring in her peripheral vision. But she was sure something was matching itself with the harsh echoes of her footsteps, hiding in the silence between. Its swift, creeping progress was concealed by the clamour of her ascent. She was caught between that which was pursuing her and that which was waiting for her.
Sarah felt the weight of exhaustion settle about her shoulders, weighing her down. Blood flowed freely from her nose, and her ears sang and burst, as if she were at an impossibly high altitude. She could feel her brain aching and pounding in time with her heart, and she reached up to wipe away the sweat that was stinging her eyes. 
She had to stop now, open one of the doors, go inside, shelter, and rest. Whatever was inside, she was not sure how much she cared at that point. Something more had become the least of her concerns. She was alone and not alone. She was far from home, and she could taste lifeblood on her tongue and at the back of my throat. What was coming for her in this place would come, but she would no longer rush to meet it.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Inside the door, it was dark. She stood there for a long time, waiting to be see, just as she had done downstairs. Reverberations, echoes, colours, and voices—this dead place was alive with such things. It spoke to her in the language of ghosts. Nothing lived here, but there was more to this than a haunting, more than something dead stirring itself into wakefulness. 
This is for me: this place, this building, the man in the storm. 
Everything was turning around her and whatever confrontation she was coming to, or which was coming to meet her. There was no presence here because this was a place of absence, and it was drawing her deeper into its heart. 
Sarah could no more trace the thread of her life truly than the next person, but she knew there was something here for her, something more, which was why she didn't run screaming down the stairs, or even throw myself down them in despair.
I am no traitor to myself, she thought, my enemy is no dark prisoner within. 
She sat down in the darkness. 
She waited.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Sarah slept and had dreams, although she should neither have slept nor dreamt in this place beyond death. She dreamed of wind biting viciously at her cheeks and nose as she trudged and crunched through heavy snow. The structures surrounding her were beautiful, frozen and bright as rainbows, blazing fierce and cold against a night sky. 
In this kingdom of cold, she saw monuments from the world she was born in, all fashioned from coloured ice—sapphire, emerald, amethyst, and carmine. It was beautiful, but it was frightening too. The Buddhas she passed wore smiles that were too long, too wide, and too thin. The frozen marbles of their eyes were clumps of death nestling in skulls. They were surrounded by the cold, the dark, the whiteness of the snow, and the emptiness left behind by people. Tracks caterpillared all around her. It all created a surge of feeling that made Sarah want to run and scream. But she did not run and scream. She kept on walking. She was here for something, something she could not name, but she would know it when she saw it.
She came to a hallway of black ice. The sound of her boots sent gunshots back and forth as she stepped inside. The ice of the hall was as smooth as glass and as polished as the finest mirrors. It reflected her face back to her. The echoes of her eyes matched the echoes in her ears as she walked on. Cold ghosts—their outlines crustily pale, overlapping, blurring white, lit from within by the coloured ice—were buried inside the structure.
Sarah saw herself as an indigo princess, a jaundiced beggar-girl, an azure child-concubine, and a roseate soldier. So many lives, reflections and aspects, all with her face. Some smiling, others sombre, some at peace, a few at ease. In the winter pearls of their eyes, Sarah saw a glimmer of something. 
Something more.
Something more was here.
And then, all of the people in the ice-mirrors smiled as they recognised her and she them. Sarah stroked fingertips over their faces. They had all fought for their lives and the lives of those around them. Some had their lives taken from them, other survived, but they all fought on and on. No matter what.
Nothing else matters.
 
~ ~ ~
 
It was quiet when Sarah was done sleeping and dreaming. The chamber she was in had become clearer but no brighter. Loose, soiled shapes fluttered and scampered away from the sounds she made.
She could hear footsteps. 
She waited, listened, and prayed. The footsteps came to an end. They were nothing to be afraid of. It was just the sound of debris settling in this place, that was all. Something had been disturbed. Nothing to worry about.
Sarah wiped the sleep from her eyes and got to her feet. 
The footsteps began again. Light, soft echoes that paced back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, impatient, not waiting, gathering temper, stalking closer.
It was stalking her.
More stairs were ahead of her. She began the task of climbing them. She was tired, but she kept moving. This high up, time and decay had eaten away the banisters to little more than threads and fraying tapers. The footsteps kept on going, kept on coming, kept on going. Pacing, pacing, pacing, relentlessly pacing upstairs and downstairs. Their numerous echoes assaulted Sarah, making her feel dizzy and sick.
The alien weight of the structure was trying to conquer her.
Blood ran from her nose in a heavy stream. She had come so far to see something more, to feel it, to experience it, to understand it, but there was so much punishment in it for her. The footsteps were moving quickly, so quickly, so very quickly. Back-forth, back-forth, back-forth, upstairs, downstairs, up, down, up. The desperate rhythm came at her from all directions. Anger seeking release. Passion that wanted some crescendo. Something more. Were they coming to meet her, those ferocious feet? Did they belong to another girl who had come here, who slept in one of the chambers and saw who she had been, was, and would be? Would this other girl still be here, walking and waiting endlessly, when Sarah was long gone? Would she be waiting for Sarah at the top of the stairs? Was the other girl herself? Were these the damned sounds of Sarah’s future here, alone, lost in the dark?
Fearful thoughts pushed through Sarah without number and without end, but still she continued to climb, clamber, and pull herself up the stairs. She kept going, on and on. She had to. For herself. For Seythe. For Highmount. For Jedda.
For Kiley!
It was then that the footsteps stopped.
They had become one with Sarah’s own, and she had stopped. 
She was there—standing at the top of the stairs.
She looked back down and saw how far she had climbed. Vertigo pulled at her, and the hollow pit before her became a hungry mouth in her vision. With a wrench, she struggled free of the fall that had been building inside her. 
Someone was there with her.
Someone smiling.
Sarah felt a great shivering growing inside her chest, so great that she hoped she could bear it. She could feel she was letting go of something, saying goodbye. Some part of her had to be left behind as payment to this place for what it was about to give her. Something must be lost in order for her to see and feel something more.
The young woman who had haunted Sarah’s dreams came toward her—the ghost of A’aron. She had a face of fire, which Sarah had not seen in her dreams of ice and past-future lives. She could see A’aron’s hands were aflame and reaching for her. Then, they were going inside her, touching her heart. 
How profoundly it hurt.
Become the sign and set the darkness free!
Sarah could see the fiery pearls of A’aron’s eyes; how they danced with shivers and shadows. Sarah could see the heart of winter and taste the sun’s fire. It was all gathering inside her now. The emptiness was overflowing with soul-knowledge and deep understanding of the Flame. The bones of reality were bared to her. The enduring fire that rages through every life was there, illuminating everything. Sarah saw how we are fleeting but constant also. Though we die, we endure. Though we face defeat, we dream of victory.
Always, we are there, seeking and praying for something more.





Chapter Twenty-Four
Jedda could see the armies of the Fallen One gathering now, mirroring the icy storm clouds that raged across the skies. They were taking their time. Their purpose was to intimidate the people of Highmount; to see the hordes massing north and south of the gates served to remind them there was no escape from their fate. E’blis meant to crush them, as surely as one might crush an ant between thumb and forefinger. A decisive victory. A terrible end. Those who continued to resist the Fallen One would lose their resolve afterwards. They would surrender and be slain.
There was still no sign of Sarah or the Kay’lo. Jedda had decided that she must look to the resources she had. Without the help of others at hand, they would have to help themselves; although she still hoped the Kay’lo would come to their aid.
Jedda headed to the Healing Room for the ritual she had prepared with the help of the Herb-Sisters. The time had come to try to break the Mind-Reavers’ spell, to bring Mistress Ruth, Ianna and Venna back.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The chamber was well appointed with a double bed, table, and chairs. The breathing bodies of Mistress Ruth, Venna and Ianna lay on the bed. Jedda stood in the shadows, watching over them as the Herb-Sisters prepared for the great work before them. Undoing the magic of Mind-Reavers was no small task to be undertaken, but Jedda needed Venna, Ianna and Mistress Ruth. She needed all of the help and hope she could get. The light in the chamber was dim. The only illumination came from a handful of oil lamps, turned down as low as could be. From an ornate casket, the Herb-Sisters raised the means of working their magic. It was a body with eyes that were startlingly feline and shone like emeralds. The torso had walnut skin drawn tight over its fragile bones and uneven teeth nestled within the receding pucker that would have been full, fleshy lips in life. Nuggets of browned gristle glistened in sockets beneath a torn brow that showed patches of darkly crystalline skull beneath. A curious odour hung in the room: a mixture of balsamic resin and incense.
“My Princess, we mean to not only speak with them but bring their souls back to us."
Jedda asked what was the purpose of the body laid out at the foot of the bed.
"That is Ahmen-Ra, the first of our Order. She will speak with their souls and draw them back to us from the Fallen One."
“Is she still alive?”
“No, but her essence remains in her preserved form. She has slept in the vaults beneath Highmount for many years. A secret to those outside the Order, but not to us. Now, come, it is time we began.”
The Herb-Sisters sat across from each other with the mummified body of Ahmen-Ra resting between them. They closed their eyes and took each other’s hands as they began to speak in soothing tones, performing small weaving motions upon their palms with their fingers and thumbs. They then made a series of passes, touching their brows, cheeks, and chins, repeating the gestures in a variety of sequences, all the while continuing to mutter and chant. Their chins sank a little, as did their shoulders. They began to breathe in the rhythm of a light sleep. A hush descended.
Licking her lips, Jedda waited.
Finally, letting out long breaths that clouded as if the air of the chamber were winter-cold, the Herb-Sisters spoke as one. "Mistress Ruth, Ianna, Venna, can you ... hear us?"
Nothing.
"Mistress Ruth, Ianna, Venna, can you see ... anything?"  
Nothing.
Then … something.
Their lips trembled, twitching, curling, hardening then softening, falling open. Their tongues hung loosely in their mouths. A minute vibration passed through the silence, and two more voices answered simultaneously.
"Darkness."
"You see only darkness?" the Sisters asked.
"No ... darkness ... not darkness ... bright ... white ... white darkness ... outside darkness ... outside space ... outside ... time ..."
"What are they speaking about?" asked Jedda.
No one answered her.
The Herb-Sisters continued to speak with the disembodied voices.
"Ruth, Venna, please, tell us more of who is there with you?"
Jedda tried not to let her teeth grind together or to squeeze her fingers as she waited on the response. Time passed, punctuated by the staccato breathing of the Herb-Sisters, Mistress Ruth, Ianna, and Venna until the Herb-Sisters were suddenly seized by spasms that made Jedda wince and cringe. Eventually, they settled down, but there was a marked change in them, a firmness and rigidity that had not been apparent before. There was a sense of, not someone, something else being there, inside them.
Dry and aching, Jedda’s throat caught as a needle catches on torn cloth.
"Sisters—"
Their eyes opened, and their fingers wound tight around each other, squeezing with an insidious strength that made tears run from their eyes. There was a power in them now. The colour in their irises was gone. The pupils were gone too. There was only blackness where their eyes should have been. There was only it: a pulsating shadowlight that brought tears to Jedda’s eyes and brought a surge of melancholy and pain to her heart. Despair tore at her as if it were a wild animal with ferocious teeth. From the hanging tongues of the sisters, a haunting echo carried from the depths of somewhere dark and far-off.
A sudden stillness gripped the air. Jedda realised that none of the sisters were moving. She snatched up the nearest oil lamp, lengthening the wick enough that a healthy light emanated from the glass. She stumbled over to the bed, held the lamp close to the dried-up remains of Ahmen-Ra, and saw what happened next.
It breathed.
The ragged mouth, worn down to little more than coarse paper over the centuries, moved of its own volition. The reptilian skin around the teeth crackled as if it were being set aflame. Jedda heard the unmistakable sound of air being thinly drawn into a hollow space where there were no longer lungs left to receive it. 
You will surrender Highmount to me.
“Never!” Jedda cried.
She hurled the lamp at the mummy. Its glass burst, sending scalding oil spilling out over the corpse of Ahmen-Ra. The fire found the kindling of the old bones and began to devour them hungrily. Soon the flames were spreading across the frail, twitching horror. Ahmen-Ra screamed—with the voice of E’blis. It was a raging shriek, a terrifying banshee's fury. Soon enough, though, it guttered and choked down into smoke-tinged silence, as did the fire. Jedda stood back and watched the stain darkening the silk, the cloth begin to evaporate. But the paralysis of the Sisters had not been broken. Their eyes were now pouring forth a silent darkness.
Looking at them, Jedda knew there was only one thing she could now do.
 
~ ~ ~
 
It was a bitter night upon the walls of Highmount. Venna was so light in Jedda’s arms. The weight of her vitality had been drawn away completely, and Jedda did not know how to bring it back. She wept as she carried her sister along the wall, wrapped in sheets to keep her small, empty body warm. They did not stop her, the Herb-Sisters and whatever possessed them; they merely sat there and watched as she had gathered Venna up in her arms and fled to the walls of Highmount. Whatever else had been done to her sister, she would not stand for further harm to come to her. Jedda was sure it had seen her, and that it had been watching her as she bore the child away from the chamber. Jedda felt it: the gaze of those eyes on her skin. But why did it not pursue her?
As she walked, she thought on how wrong she had been. On the battlements, she stopped and swayed, her eyes on the ground below which resembled a sea so deep and so dark, and so faraway. 
Can I do this?
It was murder. Venna was the only family she had left.
Jedda hesitated. Her eyes were fixed on the darkness below and the darkness of death she would be consigning her sister to. But she would be safe there. No further harm would come to her. Jedda knew that standing here she risked hands falling upon her, tearing Venna from her arms. She felt the world lurching under her feet, and then out of the darkness, it came forth, carved from the night itself. Jedda could hear the screams and shrieks that were its voice. The sounds of blood being drawn, metal tearing flesh, and the living falling dead into the dirt. The Fallen One stood before Highmount, invisible and colossal, eager to shatter the city with His might. One of His awesome hands unfurled before her, shaking the air with the merest motion of its fingers.
Place her here. Consign her to my mercy. Then you will be free of me, at last.
Jedda thought she felt Venna stir in her arms, the sheets of her makeshift shroud slithering away. A hand, dangling freely, began to twitch. Jedda looked up at the towering mass before her and stepped forward. She thrust out her arms. If there was a cry from Venna at that moment, Jedda did not hear it.
One last, desperate sound.
Then, Jedda found her arms held, and Venna snatched from them. 
But not by the Fallen One. 
Turning, she saw General Kella and the Herb-Sisters, with Mistress Ruth—conscious and alive.
“What—”
She could see that Venna was moving, awake and alive, in General Kella’s arms. Jedda turned back to look out into the space before the battlements. Nothing was there. Nothing had been there. She looked below, to the ground where she would have sent her sister tumbling to her death. Jedda shook her head and wrung her hands. Her eyes prickled with tears. Mistress Ruth came to her side and laid a motherly hand on the princess’s shoulder.
“It’s all right, Jedda. It wasn’t your fault. You were deceived by His Shadow. His taint was working ill upon you.”
Jedda looked back to General Kella and the Herb-Sisters. It had all been a lie worked on her by the Fallen One and his curse, a dark design to make her sacrifice her sister.
“He wanted to crush my soul. He wanted me to despair.”
“He did,” said Mistress Ruth, “but General Kella saw your plight. He prepared for this moment and saved you from ruin.”
“I have been weak,” Jedda said.
“We all have our moments of weakness,” replied Mistress Ruth, “but these are often followed by times of strength. Come, we have much to discuss.”
 
~ ~ ~
 
Though it was late, they were able to make a light dinner of dried fruit and meat from what remained in the kitchens for Mistress Ruth, Ianna and Venna. They gathered at the table in the Council Chamber. It seemed to be an empty, sparse place without the old men and women of the Council; all slain when Mikka Wyrlsorn took the throne.
“Mistress Ruth, Venna,” Jedda began, “you have been in the mind of the Fallen One himself. You know what is coming for us. We ... I need your help, so we can prepare what little defences we have.”
Ianna said nothing.
She picked at the food on the plates and stared off into the distance. Venna shivered, rubbed her arms and looked around the faces at the table, “His breeding pits and cocoons have been creating more Dionin, Fellspawn, Larvae, Dracken, Mind-Reavers and Drujja than ever before. All of His captives are being turned into Fellfolk and Phages to swell the ranks of his hordes. Thousands upon thousands are leaving the borders of the Nightlands by the hour.”
“Dear Mother ...”
“There is more,” Mistress Ruth said, “He is breaking free of the tomb beneath the Shadowhorn. Some traces of His essence have already seeped through and been bound by E’blis.”
Jedda’s fingers tightened into fists on the table, “E’blis has remade them?”
“Yes,” Mistress Ruth said, “There will be Fallen-born leading the armies.”
For the first time since she had known him, Sarah saw General Kella’s face turn white. “Fallen-born,” he muttered, “what ever can we do against them?”
Jedda’s hand rested on her breast, on the place where the Sword of Sighs had pierced her when she fought Sarah atop the Fellhorn. A plan was beginning to form in her mind.
“Perhaps, there is something we can do. Mistress Ruth, can you prepare anything with the Herb-Sisters that we can use against the armies facing us?”
“Yes, there are some old conjurations that we may be able to use.”
“What of Gorra ... and the White Rider?”
“Majesty,” Mistress Ruth said, “They are not of this world. They are of our legends and bound to the Wood Beneath the Worlds. It is not our place to disturb them.”
“It may not be, according to tradition, but our need is dire and our allies number few to none. Can you summon them?”
“It ... can be done. With difficulty. And some cost.”
“Is it a difficulty and cost that we can bear?”
“Yes ... yes, I believe so.”
“Then, I would ask you to break the traditions of your order and summon Gorra and the White Rider to our side.”
“Majesty, be warned, Gorra was grown from the seeds that fell from the branches of the Great Tree. He is the gardener of the Wood Beneath the Worlds. Without his tending, even for a moment, the Wood may become fatally corrupted by the foul witch, Yagga.”
“I understand.”
“I’m afraid I do not think that you do. The White Rider is an aspect of the Living Flame. He is the man to Sarah Bean’s woman. The power that Sarah holds is fearsome but it flows, conjures and can be controlled. The White Rider is a being of pure force and fire. None stand in his path and he acknowledges none that are not as he is. If we unleash the White Rider onto the battlefield, it may be Highmount that falls to his fury as much as the beasts of the Fallen One. No-one may live to see the end of the day.”
“And,” Jedda said, “if we do not summon them, none may live anyway. We do not have Sarah Bean here with us, do we? We have no Living Flame – the one power that we know can stand against the Fellspawn. Without her, I say we need the White Rider and we need Gorra.”
A heavy silence fell around the council room table.
“Mistress Ruth, I am not asking you to do this for me. I am asking you to do it for the frightened men and women out there. Their lives are my responsibility – a responsibility that I wish had never come to me. Please, I beg you, as another frightened soul trapped within these walls, summon them. They may be the difference between life and death for all of us. And if they bring death upon us, it will be better to be dead than live in thrall to His Shadow.”
Mistress Ruth steepled her fingers, frowned, sighed and looked deep into Jedda’s eyes.
“Very well, Majesty. It shall be done.”





Chapter Twenty-Five
“There is no greater abomination than that of innocence. There is no lesser curse than to be afflicted with decency. Those who crawl from the warmth of a mother’s womb into this cold world and find it to be a damned and cursed place, are those who truly see and understand its nature.”
E’blis sat upon his throne in the heart of the Shadowhorn before his Mind-Reavers, who bowed so low the tips of their malformed noses scraped the ground.
“There are few places of sanctuary for those who understand the world. They are sought out by the multitude and slain, for witless humanity cannot let them be. They cannot bear the truth spoken thus. But here, in the Nightlands and in His Shadow, you have found understanding and belonging. Soon, all of the world will fall under His Shadow, and you shall be the ones who persecute and slay.”
Kiley and Woran sat in the corner of the chamber, listening to his oration. After their failed attempt at escape, E’blis had ordered them brought to his throne chamber and permanently bound. Whenever he left the chamber, Mind-Reavers remained to watch over them. They were fed and watered every day, so they did not lose too much strength, but Kiley could see they were in far more danger than they had been when they were in the cells. Whatever E’blis was preparing for the war against Seythe was here, and the closer they were to it, the closer they were to harm.
“How do you fare, Kiley?” Woran asked.
“Tired,” she answered. “I don’t like being here. It’s like there’s evil that’s almost a solid thing, you know. It’s hanging in the air and it’s inside everything.”
“I know. The heart of the Nightlands is the Shadowhorn, and the heart of the Shadowhorn is this chamber; from here, there is only the path down to the crypt of the Fallen One in the roots of the mountain. None go there, other than E’blis.”
“Why is that?”
“Because only he can survive in the presence of His Shadow for long without being driven insane. The Fallen One is not of this world. He should not be here. To be near Him is to be near aberration and abomination. No mind, other than one divine, can survive that kind of exposure. E’blis may no longer be truly divine, but he once was, and that is enough.”
“What you say is the truth, old man.” E’blis approached them. “And that is why she is here.”
“What do you mean?”
“A common sacrifice would not be enough to raise the Fallen One. But the blood of the divine will do the work.”
“No. You cannot. Not her.”
“Why not? Will you stop me, old man? Will you impede me in any way? She shares blood with the Living Flame. She is potent enough for my purposes. She will die so that He may arise once more and cast His Shadow over the Thirteen Worlds.”
“But you promised—” Kiley began.
E’blis leaned in close so that she could see into the dark, pitiless hollows of his eyes.
“I lied.”





Chapter Twenty-Six
Jedda listened as the people came and kneeled to entreat her. They were scared—of course they were. There were few enough of them, and the Fallen One’s armies were coming at them from the Three Kingdoms and the Nightlands. A soldier kneeled before her, ahead of the crowd of tired nobles and bedraggled infantrymen.
“My Princess, we cannot go on like this. We must treat with the Fallen One’s generals and ask that they spare our lives.”
“And you would believe the word of those who speak for the Black Lord Under the Mountain?”
“Majesty ...”
“I understand your fears. They plague me every night, and again when I awaken to the days. But we must not give into such fears. We will die otherwise and likely be crucified for sport by the Fellfolk. Is that what you want for us? For those whom you care about? He will offer you no succour.”
“Majesty, it is hopeless. There are too many of them and far too few of us. We must, at least, surrender so that we can save the women and children.”
“No.”
“Majesty—”
“I hear your words, soldier, and I say no.” Jedda stood and raised her voice. “Listen to me, all of you. Would you have your memories be of acquiescence? Would you be remembered for going quietly into His Shadow? I grant you that we are not many and that Highmount may well fall. But if it is to fall then we should stand proud against the Fallen One. If we surrender, we shall all die. His offers of life are a lie. Even slavery is not something that you can hope for. He will destroy everything when He awakens and walks upon the earth.”
Murmurs and mutters passed through the shifting crowd of tired warriors and nobles before her.
“I know because I was under His sway. I have seen inside His mind, as do all who follow the Path of the Fallen. If you would surrender, then you must depose me and walk through those gates to prostrate yourselves before His servants. But, if you would fight and make a final stand against the Darkness That Is Not Darkness, join me now. Man the battlements. Brace the gates. Let us show the Fallen armies that we will not die so easily.”
It began as a whisper but soon became a shout, and then a roar as the defenders of Highmount raised their fists. Their faces were wearied and dirt-streaked, but Jedda could see that she had won them over. 
They would fight on.
To the death?
Jedda dismissed the gathering and sat in the court chamber until it grew dark and the lanterns were extinguished. Shadows closed in around her, and she felt a certain comfort from their presence. Her recent years had been spent in darkness, that of the cell Ianna had sealed her in and the greater darkness created by the deal she entered into with the Fallen One. She wondered if it were just her imagination that the shadows around her seemed to be thickening, darkening, and hissing.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Jedda dreamed of Ianna taking her to see her father, King Ferra. She walked into the dust-shrouded interior of the King’s chamber and already she began to feel unwell. The curtains were drawn. The walls were decorated with the battered animal-head trophies of his hunting days, their tusks, antlers, and fangs bared. The creatures looked cobwebbed in the gloom. They watched Jedda make her way towards the bed chamber, their glass eyes blinking blindly in the low light. Jedda wished she were as blind to the state of things as the dead animals were.
The air was bitter and ripe. She could hear her father breathing in short, wet gasps. A whisperer in the darkness, sucking in small amounts of air through his teeth and then letting it go too soon. Ianna led Jedda to the bedside, where she took her hand and held it out to the old man. The king’s flesh was flaccid and failing. Thin traceries of spittle ran from the slack, drooping left corner of his mouth into his salt-and-pepper beard. The fever was far advanced and would soon come to an end—an ugly end.
He watched Jedda with one eye. The other was closed. Jedda loved her father, but she didn’t want to be here. She felt this was more for Ianna’s benefit than for her own. There was little love in the polluted air. Her aunt was showing Jedda her power. How weak the King had become. How little time he had left. How little time Jedda had left. Ferra’s body was a dull shape under the heavy blankets that wrapped his torso. The Herb-Sisters had been unable to find a cure for his ailment, a fact that had shamed them and their order greatly. There were mutterings about the court of foul magic. Some said Ianna. Others said Jedda. None dared accuse either of them in person, however. Such an act could lead to Plainstown Square, to burning at the stake for treason.
But despite his sickness, Jedda could see that her father’s one eye was alert, and it shone with the ebb and flow of his life. Intelligence played behind it, and love, also. And the understanding that this fever was some manipulating spider’s spite against him.
Come into my parlour, Jedda thought, casting a wary glance at Ianna.
She did not know for certain, but she could guess. And she could do nothing until her father’s death; that was the horrible irony. If he rallied and survived, and even now she hoped he would, then the power would rest with him. But until then, it hung in the air between the three of them. Power unclaimed. Strength unwielded. Love and violence in balance, in check. The bedsheets outlined his body. Jedda could see how thin he had become. She wanted to weep. When he breathed, it sounded as if his insides had become a dry, barren wilderness.
There were not many breaths left in him
Could she save him from the web that was being spun around him?
From the spider’s vile bite?
Jedda had thought she could. Back then.
She remembered going back and peering into her father’s bedroom after dark. He was quiet as he slept in the shadows. She stood by the door, listening for his wet breathing. It was comforting, knowing he was still alive. Long minutes passed before she was disturbed by the sound of someone coming towards the room.
Jedda hurried inside and hid herself in the shelter of an ornate wardrobe. She held her breath and kept as still as she could, so as not to disturb the robes and stately clothes she was crushed against. The wardrobe smelled of must and mothballs. Its contents had been unused for so long. A sound came out of the dark. Jedda watched the sound repeat itself again and again as it resolved into the form of Ianna.
Jedda, feeling her skin tighten, gripped her fingertips tight against the wood of the wardrobe door. Her fingernails began to hurt as she saw Ianna reach out a hand and take hold of the king’s slack jaw, easing it open.
Jedda shook at what she was seeing.
He didn’t move when Ianna took a phial from the folds of her nightclothes and tilted its end over his open mouth. Jedda saw the dark droplets fall in, and as Ianna was closing his mouth and then wiping her hands as if she had touched something dirty, Jedda found she could contain herself no longer.
She slammed the doors of the wardrobe open, and the echo ricocheted around the bedchamber as she strode to the bed.
“I have seen what you have done!”
“So you have, and what will you do now?”
“You will be arrested for poisoning my father. The king!”
“I think not.”
“Father will hear me over you.”
“You think so. Look again at your beloved father.”
Jedda did. She leaned over him, bringing her face close to his. His eyes were wide but they did not see. His mouth had fallen open again, but no breath issued from it. Jedda’s own jaw worked up and down, mouthing in mechanical silence. Then she snapped up from the quilt and turned, grabbing Ianna’s wrists, pulling her close. Jedda’s mouth shaped itself into a snarl.
Ianna shook, unable to break away. She had not planned this.
“I will kill you for this.”
Ianna, still shaking, relaxed a little.
“But not now. You should have come armed, Jedda. Too many are under my sway for you to win.”
“Not all are loyal to you.”
“Not all, but enough.”
“We shall see. I will have your head.”
Something wicked glinted in Jedda’s eyes, and for a moment, Ianna’s face became drawn with fear again. 
Then, Jedda had stormed away.
She was right, Jedda thought, I should have slain her then.
None of this would have happened.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Jedda went to the kitchens and then down to the dungeons, where the Lady Warden had been confined. Jedda wished the Herb-Sisters’ magic had not touched the Lady Warden. From the kitchens, Jedda had taken a knife, wrapped in the folds of her nightrobe.
It is time to do what I should have done long ago.
Ianna was sitting in the corner of her cell. Jedda could see that she had been waiting for her. Her knees were drawn up against her chest, her voice strained and ragged from crying.
Their eyes met.
Jedda asked the question she had never been able to before.
“Ianna,” Jedda said, licking her dry lips, “why did you do it?”
“Why do you think I did it, Jedda? Do you care?”
“I do. I want to know.”
“No, you don’t. You don’t care. You don’t at all. You loved him, Jedda. He did not love me. He loved you and that little brat more than me.” she sobbed. “Not me! Never me! You did this to me. You made me do it. You made me kill him. Now, he is killing me. You could have left me, out there in the darkness, empty, but you didn’t. You had to save me. Bring me back to remember.”
“I didn’t have to save you.”
“Look at me, Jedda. Do you see what I am? What we all are, those of us that have been touched by Him and His servants? I never knew it would be like this.”
“Neither did I,” Jedda said, sincerely.
“Are you going to kill me yourself? You said that you would, after what I did. I’m weak. You can do it if you want to. Kill me. Death. It’s easy. I’ve done it. You’ve done it. We’re both killers. You remember. You know how good it feels to do it.”
“That’s enough.”
Jedda’s hand was raised, the beginning of an arc that would send it lashing across Ianna’s face. Her other hand was poised to draw out the knife in her sleeve.
“Pain. Pleasure. They’re much the same to me now. I feel so little. It’s getting cold. Dark too,” Ianna said. “No, that’s not right. Not true. I can’t die. It was promised. He said I would live.”
“No, Ianna. He wishes for all things to die.”
“Liar! You’re not so different from me. He got inside you as well. He brought you back from death. He won’t let you go now.” She laughed, bitterly. “He’s letting me go, but he won’t let you go. You run, you hide, you run from the truth. But He will find you every time. The burden is forever yours. I’ll never forgive you, Jedda. And you will never forgive yourself for the things that you have done. The things you will do. People out there are going to die for you. I can see it in your face. You know and you can’t stand the thought. You’re a killer with a conscience. The worst kind.”
A smile split Ianna’s face although her eyes were flooded with tears. Jedda felt her stomach tighten, and tears prickled at her eyes too. She wanted to do it. Her fingers tightened on the hilt of the knife. She wanted to do it so much.
But she could not.
She left the cell. The Lady Warden howled. It was the sound of someone completely broken.
Death was too good for her.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Jedda returned to the kitchens to put the knife back where it had come from. As she did, she felt a strange sensation of cold pass over her … and something else.
A voice, a jumble of thoughts cascaded through her mind.
Lick her bones clean. Drink her marrow. Peel her skull. Eat her heart. Tentacles strangle. Claws cut. Mouths, teeth, hungry, gnawing-gnawing-gnawing.
It came scuttling out of the shadows to face her, the texture of its hide running with a horrid slime. Its unblinking eyes fastened on Jedda. She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth. The stench of the thing was overpowering. Jedda closed her eyes and shook her head, hoping to banish the sight she was seeing. It lurched towards her, leaving a slug-trail smear on the ground.
Biting-gnawing-eating-killyou-killyou-killyou.
Jedda stumbled backwards, her mind dull with shock. Her heart was hot and sharp in her chest. The kitchen’s knife rack clattered behind her.
Jedda snatched up the knife she had just returned. The creature darted towards her, and she kicked out at it, catching it with her foot. Glass shattered as she sent the thing flying backwards into a cabinet. The creature thumped to the ground with an ugly squelch. Jedda approached it, holding the knife downwards to deliver the killing blow. It leapt, latching onto her. Its limbs clamped onto her body. Its claws cut into her back and sides. Yelling, Jedda stabbed at it with the knife. 
Death for you. Death for me. Die-together. The-end. End-end-end. Die.
She felt a coldness spreading through her, a numbness that chilled down to her toes and out to her fingers. Her brain screamed as nerves became still and silent. It reached her heart, making it spasm and begin to ache.
Her legs gave out and she fell backwards. As its fangs caught her in the side, the sudden pain cleared her head. Jedda dropped the knife and grabbed at the creature with both hands. Her fingers sank into it. Needles of frostbite stung her palms. Jedda endured it, struggling to her feet. The creature squirmed and thrashed against her, grazing her with its dagger-sharp limbs. Her vision was swimming. She could not see straight.
Almost there, she thought, just a moment more.
Jedda tore one hand free from where it had been sucked into the body of the beast, reached out for her salvation, and heaved it open. With the other hand, she thrust the creature away from her body, feeling its claws tearing some meat from her side. Eyes closed tight against the flow of pain, she let it fall from her hands, down into the refuse pit, its claws scrabbling wildly against the slick stone. Jedda let the cover of the pit close with a harsh crack. It would drown down there, in the muck and filth. She slumped to the floor, shivering and leaning against a cupboard. Through thinning vision, she watched as the kitchen faded away from her. Had she been too slow and too late? Had the creature’s claws and poison already done enough harm to kill her? She huffed out one breath after another, trying to focus. She failed.
Unconsciousness swept over her.





Chapter Twenty-Seven
Sarah’s eye snapped open. The first face that came into focus was Orraea’s.
“How long have I been gone?”
“Long enough. I’ve been watching over you.”
“The Kay’lo?”
“They have been waiting.”
“I must speak to them.” Sarah rubbed at her neck ruefully. There was no sign of strangulation, and there should have been.
I’ve got enough scars to be going on with as it is, she thought.
“What happened to you, Sarah? What did you see?”
“I-I’m not sure. It’s all blurry now, fading away. I know I was there – Erebus. It felt less like a place than Seythe or the Wood Beneath the Worlds. Everything was composed of shadows and darkness. It felt like the dreams created by Rosara carna, but I know it wasn’t that. It was a place that was not a place. Weird. And there was someone there – she was a part of me and ... I think ... she gave me the rest of me. We become one. Whole again. I became myself, I think.”
Sarah could see that she was back in her alcove. The Kay’lo and Orraea must have brought her back here.
“You didn’t help me when I called out for you,” she said, “when they tried to hang me.”
“They did not try. They succeeded.” Orraea said.
Sarah grimaced, “I know. I remember. But why didn’t you tell me what was going to happen? I thought you hated me, that you had abandoned me.”
“Sarah, do you think that you would have been able to survive Erebus if someone had told you what to expect?”
“I don’t know. I might.”
“You would not be here. You would not have allowed the hanging. You would have become angry and unleashed the Flame. Your fear kept the Flame from you before you were hung. It had to be that way. If I had told you what was going to happen, you would still be wandering, lost, in Erebus. Fear gave you a reason to fight and survive. And now, it is over.”
“No, it isn’t. I’ve still got to fight the Fallen One and ... everything. It’s all out there waiting for me.”
Orraea smiled for the first time that Sarah could remember.
“I have faith in you. You have proven yourself stronger then Death. You have the power within you to overcome His Shadow. Now, come, the Elders are waiting for you.”
Sarah got to her feet and dressed slowly before following Orraea.
What do I do? Can I betray them to E’blis now?
 
~ ~ ~
 
The Kay’lo Elders had gathered beneath the Great Tree once more and Sarah cast an uneasy glance at the roots hanging there, swaying in the wind that arose from below.
“You are the Flame,” T’Yuua declared. “The Kay’lo accept you.”
“The Kay’lo will fight for Highmount?”
“The Kay’lo will follow the Flame into battle. We will slay the Fellspawn, even if it means the end of us. We will fight until the last of our blood runs dry.”
“You honour me with your decision, T’Yuu -”
Sarah stopped and rubbed at her brow. There was pain there, piercing like a hot knife cutting through her skull and into her brain. There was a voice too, one that she had come to loathe.
Now, O Flame. You will betray them now. Or, your sister will die at my hand.
A scream rang out from the highest balconies in Lo’a’pan. Then there was another, another and another. Sarah looked up and saw the snake-like forms of Dionin bursting through the rocks and the earth. Their deformed human faces trailing showers of grit and soil from their mouths.
“Dionin! The worms are here! Warriors, to arms!” 
T’Yuua cried out, “How can this be? The Great Tree wards Lo’a’pan from the worms! Its roots can not be so easily eaten through by Fellspawn!”
He turned to Sarah, “Flame-bearer, you must help us. Please. We entreat you.”
There were tears flowing from his aged eyes as growing numbers of Dionin poured from holes burrowed through the walls of the underground city. The screams and cries were growing and the echoes would soon become deafening. She made fists of her fingers, but did nothing. Orraea looked down at her searchingly, the empathy in the Wayfarer’s eyes, since Sarah’s recovery, steadily leaching away.
Sarah averted her eyes.
Did she know?
Sarah’s mouth opened. She had to say something. Do something.
But Kiley ...
T’Yuua’s face fell, “Will you betray us, Flame-bearer? Have you been corrupted by His Shadow? Have you brought the worms to Lo’a’pan? Speak! Now! I would know if this doom is your work.”
No ... I’m not ... I don’t want this ... Kiley ...
“What do I do?” 
She turned to Orraea.
“You know what to do, Sarah.”
My sister, I can’t lose her.
...
But if I let these people die, will I be able to look her in the eye again—ever?
Sarah felt as though the ground was giving way beneath her. She looked around  and saw Dionin everywhere. The ancient city of Lo’a’pan was becoming a foul nest for the worms. The monsters were feasting. She heard so many voices screaming, so many, and then she heard one voice alone.
E’blis.
And he was laughing.
“Flame-bearer-” T’Yuua began.
There was no more to be said.
If you do not obey my will, O Flame, your sister dies.
“And, if I do as you say, I may as well be dead to her anyway.”
Sarah opened her eyes and she unleashed the Flame.
She will die, O Flame. She will die at my hand.
“I defy you, E’blis, and I will come for you.”
Sarah opened herself to the Flame.
This time, it was not the unguided explosion of rage that she had created before. This time, Sarah was in control of it. The shade of A’aron in Erebus had given her understanding of what she possessed. The Flame was Life; Creation itself, and now it flowed forth from her as finely spun threads of fire. A web of silent flames was spinning out, spreading across Lo’a’pan. It was a beautiful net that fell, ensnaring only Dionin, wrapping them tightly in its bindings and then burning them away to nothing. In her mind, Sarah thought of each Dionin, pictured them clearly. They became a part of the Flame, reducing back to the seeds of Life that they first sprang from. And, as she withdrew the glowing threads into herself, the last traces of the Dionin fell like a gossamer rain over Lo’a’pan. The screaming ceased.
Sarah opened her eyes.
The Dionin were gone. 
It had been the work of a moment, a single thought.
She had done it. 
She was terrified and giddy. It had been so easy. Too easy. She had undone the swarm of Dionin in less time than it took to take a breath. The power of the Flame staggered her like never before. As she sat on the ground, trying to grasp what had just happened, she heard cries start to break out across the city again – but they were not sounds of pain or suffering, they were of joy.
Sarah got to her feet and looked around. Men, women and children who had been slain by the Kay’lo were climbing to their feet – alive. The glowing seeds of the Dionin had fallen on them and brought them back.
I brought them back.
“I bring life ...” she muttered, unbelieving.
And it was then, as one, that the Kay’lo turned to face Sarah and each of them raised both hands, empty palms facing towards her.
The sign of the warrior without weapons. 
It meant fealty.
T’Yuua knelt before her. His eyes were still shining with tears but his eyes were clear this time, unclouded by doubt. A moment longer, she realised, and they would have known the depths of her betrayal to E’blis. But she had acted in time, just in time. Her hesitancy had been taken for fear, perhaps, insecurity. Whichever, it meant they were on her side now, without question. 
This was the threshold. The final point of passing over from being Sarah Bean to becoming the Living Flame. The power inside was waiting to rage forth and remake the world. Life and death were not boundaries for her. Sarah understood for the first time what it meant to be a scion of A’aron. She could taste the Kay’lo’s thoughts and memories, swirling around her. She could hear the distant sounds of battle at the gates of Highmount. She could feel the horror emanating from the Shadowhorn at the Eastern edge of the world.
The Shadowhorn ... Kiley!
Sarah examined the faces of the Kay’lo as they came towards her. She saw hope there. They believed in her. She had given them a miracle, saved them from extinction at the hands of E’blis. Their eyes were glistening with tears and awe.
“You have saved us, Flame-bearer.” T’Yuua said as he approached her, “You saved us from the worms. We, in turn, will repay your debt and come to the aid of Highmount. Go, Flame-bearer. The Fallen One stirs, and you must journey from here to the Nightlands while we cross through our tunnels and burrows to unseat his army.”
“Thank you.” Sarah bowed her head to them. “I hope we meet again.”
“We all meet again, Flame-bearer, in life and in death. Who knows in which we will next see one another.”
Sarah nodded and turned to Orraea. “I have to go alone.”
“Go, Sarah Bean. You have earned my trust today. You fulfilled the destiny my father foresaw for you. I have not always believed in you, but now I do. I will return to Highmount with the Kay’lo. I know an old spell of Travelling that, I hope, will bring us to the aid of Jedda and her fellows in good time. Farewell.”
Sarah smiled at the Wayfarer, and then she thought of Kiley.
Lo’a’pan dissolved from sight. The world around her shifted, flowed and blurred. The power was incredible. It was like trying to swim upstream against a rushing river. The more she tried to guide it and master it, the harder it pounded through her as if it were fighting against her. At times, she was terrified by the feeling that it might overcome her. If she relaxed for a moment, it would wash her away. She would be drowned in its wake. Her heart was hammering, ready to burst from the strain.
What do I do? It’s too much for me. How do I stop it? Help me! Someone!
For what seemed like eternity, the tempest raged around her until she was numb, so numb that she let go. And when Sarah did, she did not drown.
... go with the flow ...
Her fears that she would go under and be consumed by the overwhelming force of the Flame were unfounded. It buoyed her up. It carried her. She could breathe. She could feel her heart steadily beating. The intensity was still there but it was a part of her, not something that she was fighting against. It was the source of Everything. It was the bane of Nothing.
... I bring Life ...
Sarah let it take her where she wanted to go.
The Flame slowly dissipated.
She was in the Nightlands.





Chapter Twenty-Eight
Jedda took a sharp breath and sat up with a jolt.
“Calm yourself, my dear. You’re alive and well.”
Mistress Ruth came into focus, and Jedda saw that she was in the Healing Room of Highmount.
“What happened to me?”
“You had a nasty tangle with a Fellspawn in the kitchen. You did for it well enough, but it got its poison into you before it died.”
“I felt it. I was so sick. I thought I was dying.”
“Well, I think we all know by now how difficult it is to put you down.”
“How did it get inside the walls?”
Mistress Ruth’s face fell somewhat, “It was here all along, Jedda.”
“What?”
“It was Ianna. We found what was left of her back in her cell. She made one last deal with His Shadow, I think. One last try to do you in.”
... death was too good for her ...
“It’s over then,” Jedda said, “for her, at least.”
A smaller form became clear to her eyes.
“I’m so glad you’re all right. I didn’t want to lose you again.”
Venna hugged her sister hard.
“Nor I you,” said Jedda. “Mistress Ruth, am I well enough to go to the battlements?”
“I don’t think I’d be able to stop you if I tried, now would I?”
“That is true. Will you accompany me? The wall facing the Norn Valley will need your skills to defend it from the Fellspawn.”
“I will. I think someone wants to join you more than me though.”
“Venna, you should stay here with the Herb-Sisters.”
“I want to fight Jedda. You need everyone to help.”
“That is true ...”
Jedda looked to Mistress Ruth and the Herb-Sisters as she thought on what Venna could do to help defend Highmount. Her sister could not fight in battle, not with her legs crippled from the Grey Touch. But there must be something she could do. No-one was useless.
“Sisters, do you have work that Venna can help you with?”
Mistress Ruth nodded, “If she can prepare herbs and grind plant leaves with mortar and pestle, we have work for her. There are a few tricks that we have yet to play on the Fallen One and his beasts.”
Venna beamed – the true smile that Jedda had missed so much.
“Thank you.” The little princess said. 
“And you go with them if the battle goes ill, Venna.”
“But where will we go if Highmount falls?” Venna asked.
“We have our ways, much like the Wayfarers do,” Mistress Ruth said. “Don’t you worry, you’ll be safe with us, my dear.”
Leaving Venna in the care of the Herb-Sisters, Jedda and Mistress Ruth headed for the battlements. As they walked, Mistress Ruth looked Jedda in the eye, “You know, you were not in any real danger from that thing Ianna turned into.”
“What do you mean, Mistress Ruth?”
“I mean ... you’re different, Jedda.”
“How so?”
“You were reborn as something else, something different, Jedda, when the Fallen One brought you back from death. The touch of the Flame was still on you. You were changed by your resurrection. I don’t how, or even why, but the time may come yet when you see by how much. I think that time may be fast approaching.”
Before Jedda could say anything, they were outside.
The wind was bitter as they stood on the battlements, looking down on the rolling vales and hills of the Norn Valley. Mistress Ruth blew on her hands and rubbed them together, squinting at the milling forms of Fellfolk, Phages, and Dionin. 
“A nasty-looking lot, aren’t they?”
“Mistress Ruth, I think you know what I would ask of you.”
“Oh, I think so, you want me to call him up. Don’t worry, I’ll do it. Fear him as much as I may and what might happen after, I hate them all the more. I have something I want to give back to them. You know, I lost my daughter and He promised me her back if I helped Him. I should never have done what I did. I don’t care if I burn myself out doing this. I’ll make them sorry they ever left the Nightlands.”
With those words, Mistress Ruth rolled up her sleeves and walked to the edge of the battlements. She looked down and began her incantation.
“O Gorra, O Gorra. Thou foot treads soft amidst thy darkening trees, O hear my call whisper on this twilight breeze. O Gorra, O Gorra, come to me and uproot those who would uproot thy trees.”
Silence fell as if Time itself had ground to a halt. Jedda joined Mistress Ruth on the edge of the battlements, and watched as it began. Through the snow and frost on the ground, came a blossoming of rich, deep green. It spread as if the long-awaited spring was happening in moments, rather than months. It reached the ranks of the Fellspawn, and when it did, Jedda heard them begin to shriek and howl unutterably. Greenery rambled over them like a welcome cancer. Armour and flesh became lichen and moss. Eyes turned into nuts and seeds. Those who tried to flee became entangled in roots, vines, and creepers that were busy sprouting from their fallen comrades as much as the ground. The massed horrors that had been waiting to crush the walls overlooking the Norn Valley were turning into a crumbling sea of compost and autumn mulch.
But the air was then split by deafening cries from overhead. Jedda threw herself against Mistress Ruth, knocking the larger woman to the ground. Dracken swept down out of the sky, belching streams of fire that blackened the stone where they had been standing. Soldiers clattered to the aid of Jedda and Mistress Ruth. Swords were drawn. Halberds were raised. The stunted dragon-spawn of the Fallen One’s breeding pits circled in the winter sky and began to descend once more. Their livid eyes fixed on Mistress Ruth.
Jedda stood in front of the Herb-Sister and drew her own blade out of its scabbard.
“Mistress Ruth, finish what you have begun. We will slay these demons.”  
“Oh no,” Mistress Ruth said, “I told you that I have something I want give back to them.”
Jedda could see Mistress Ruth’s face was white and becoming lined with strain. The magic turning the Fellspawn into undergrowth was taking its toll on her but, undaunted, she stepped around Jedda and raised her eyes, then her outstretched arms, towards the Dracken spiralling down towards her.
“Gorra, O Gorra. Father of Leaves and Lord of Roots, I call upon you now ... COME FORTH! AID ME!”
Jedda screamed and fell as everything around her seemed to shift. It was not an earthquake but something else entirely. A sense of the world having been shaken to its roots came over her as she clambered back to her feet. The soldiers had fallen as well. 
Mistress Ruth had not.
The Dracken were still descending, their jaws opening and flames could be seen kindling in their throats. Mistress Ruth was unmoving. There was sweat coursing down her face. It made her skin shimmer and glisten.
A mighty groan and crackling came from the earth below.
Jedda looked for its source.
She saw the mound that had been the Fellspawn army rising up. A newborn hill heaving towards her as if it were alive; moss trailed from it, leaves scattered, and earth fell to earth like streams of deep, brown tears. A deep burrow opened in the hill and a gnarled arm surged out of it. It was carved from bark and the fingers were twisting branches that closed tight around the Dracken, creating a burst of fire. The fingers closed into a tight fist. Jedda heard the pained cries of the reptiles being ferociously crushed. Then, the fingers opened once more, letting the charred, broken remains of the monsters fall to the ground. The hand and arm withdrew back into the hill. The hill sank back into the earth as if it had never been, like a thing from a dream, leaving the transformed flesh and bones of the enemy to become a feast for the fauna of the land.
Mistress Ruth collapsed.
Jedda rushed to her side.
“It’s ... I’m okay, my dear, but I fear I will be no more use to you this day. I’ve spent everything I have. Calling him took it all. He won’t come again and I won’t be able to weave another spell. No, not at all. I can feel it.”
“But you will recover?”
“No. Best to take me back to the Healing Room. I can still mix my herbs and make some potent nasties for you to use on the Fellspawn but calling Gorra from the Wood Beneath just about took everything that I have to give from now until the day I die.”
“I did not know, Mistress Ruth. I did not realise I was asking you to sacrifice so much.”
“Sacrifice? No. I lost my little girl and He didn’t give her back to me. That’s the only loss that matters. I didn’t want you to know what I was doing or how much it would cost me. I’m glad I did it. To see those horrible things turned into grass and leaves—it’s the only way they’ll ever give anything back to this world.”
Jedda gestured to two of the soldiers.
“Take Mistress Ruth below. See that she has everything she needs.”
A sudden roar went up from behind them. Jedda turned. She saw men and women running across the courtyards to the far wall of Highmount.
The assault from the Grassland Plains had begun.





Chapter Twenty-Nine
“No! Leave her alone. She is not for you to harm.” Woran grabbed at the Mind-Reavers who were unfastening Kiley’s chains and dragging her to her feet. They pushed him back to the ground.
“The Living Flame will be the end of you for this,” Woran croaked.
One of the Reavers lashed at him with its tendrils. There was a wet crunch as his skull hit stone. Woran was still and quiet after that.
“Woran! No! No, let me go!” Kiley kicked and struggled against the creatures, but her blows fell ineffectual on their jellied flesh. She looked at Woran. He was so still. Too still.
He couldn’t die here. No, it wasn’t right.
They dragged her away down tunnel after tunnel until they reached a darkened chamber.
Sarah, please, find me. Help me.
Sconces set into the walls flickered into life with luminous green fire, giving Kiley’s body a sickly cast as she was laid out on the polished black stone of the altar in the chamber of sacrifice. Mind-Reavers lined the walls of the chamber, their heads bowed as they uttered the words of summoning.
“Goh’Ghed’loh. Goh’Ghed’loh. Goh’Ghed’loh. Goh’Ghed’loh.”
Kiley stared blankly at the ceiling of the chamber. Her head felt fuzzy and everything around her was wrong.
Am I going crazy? Please let this be a nightmare.
I want to wake up, Momma.
E’blis strode into the chamber. He drew out knives of polished stone and pressed the blades against the rock of the altar, drawing them across the surface until they sang a discordant, melancholy tone.
“The blood of the Living Flame is what I truly desire, but there is enough heat in your veins to raise the Black Lord from His tomb. The time is at hand. Attend me. This is the last day of the Thirteen Worlds. The Dark Master will rise and crush everything into nothing. He will not stop. He will not falter. People and cities will become dust. The highest stars will fall. The Wood Beneath the Worlds will be torn up by its roots and cast into the void by His hands. There will be no reality other than He. He will be the Universe and the heart of all Existence will be Him.”
E’blis stood over Kiley and drew the hood back from his skull. His empty eye sockets shone with a deathly light as he raised the blades to drive them down into her breast.
“With your blood, it begins. With the blood of the Flame, His Darkness will rise and consume everything.”
The blades descended towards Kiley in one fluid motion.
A violent concussion shook the chamber.
The howls and bellows of the Shadowhorn’s menagerie echoed after in its aftershock. E’blis and the Mind-Reavers were sent sprawling to the ground, and the sacrificial blades skittered away into the shadows. Smoke and fumes billowed into the chamber. Sarah strode in, wreathed in a fire that burned and shimmered like igniting ice.
She was the Living Flame incarnate – and there was murder in her eyes.





Chapter Thirty
Jedda stood upon the ramparts and watched the enemy converging on the poorly repaired walls and towers of her home. The armies from the Nightlands were even more daunting than those Mistress Ruth had turned to dust. Jedda knew the creatures massed before them more intimately than she would have wished to. When she was in thrall to the Fallen One, His creations had haunted her thoughts. The walking storm-shapes of the Drujja led shuffling Fellfolk while Mind-Reavers motioned with their tendrils for Phages to launch phosphorus mortars at the city walls. The stone beneath her feet shook violently, still weak from the profound damage that Malus the Necrodragon had done. They had made what repairs they could.
It was not enough.
Ianna had wished her burned alive at the stake, and Jedda imagined it would seem a fair fate once the servants of His Shadow laid their hands upon her. He did not treat those who betrayed Him kindly. Jedda fingered the hilt of the sword fastened at her waist.
I will die here on the battlefield, if I must. I will not wait for torture. I will not welcome a long, slow death. Let it be swift. Let Venna be safe. Let me rise to a higher house and see my father’s spirit there.
Crashes echoed through Highmount as battering rams slammed into the gates. Roars sounded as mortar and fire exploded against the outer wall. Screams from the defenders were answered by satisfied howls from outside. The few archers they had been able to muster poured slow, erratic streams of arrows into the ranks of Fellfolk and Fellspawn. Those that were hit quickly disappeared under the trampling feet of their fellows. Holes that were cut in the great shadow of the army closed in the space between breaths.
It will not be long now, Jedda thought.
The wounded were ferried below to the Healing Rooms where the Herb-Sisters did what they could for those who were suffering. Jedda watched as the men and women, soldiers and nobles alike, became less and less. There was little hope against this nightmarish onslaught of evil, but they would go down fighting. They would not kneel before the Fallen One, this Princess Jedda knew of the people within the walls.
There had been times when she feared they would rout and flee for their lives, but those times were past. The Fellspawn approaching would show no mercy, which stiffened the resolve of those within the castle walls. They would fight on even when all hope was lost to them. With that knowledge, Jedda felt a great weight once again upon her shoulders.
I have talked them into dying for me. What if they do die, and all is lost? What then? Do I have the right to keep using people like this? How does it make me better than Him? I may not be inside their minds as He is with his creatures, but still I am controlling them, manipulating them, and telling them what to do.
A large hand fell on her shoulder.
“Majesty.”
It was General Kella.
“Yes, General? What news?”
“The walls are beginning to give. There is no threat from the Norn Valley now, so we can make a strategic retreat. It will give us time to rally those who are left for a last defence.”
“Do it, General, and send for the Herb-Sisters.”
“They are overrun by the wounded, Majesty.”
“I know, but I need them now. They will know why.”
General Kella did not move.
“I know you think it’s too dangerous, Kella. But I have no choice. Without Sarah and the Kay’lo, this has to be done.”
He nodded and left the ramparts.
Soon enough, men and women were hurrying about Jedda, preparing the beleaguered defences for retreat and the final assault. Mortars came hissing overhead in steady volleys – throwing up columns of blinding fire when they struck the ground and burst. Dying screams echoed in Jedda’s ears, making her stomach turn.
The walls and gates could only stand a few more decisive blows.
Jedda did her best to keep her doubts from showing on her face. She might well be something strange and different after what had happened to her at His hands, but that did not make her invincible or immortal—that was true only of characters in stories. This was no story, though it might be told as such in years to come, if there were survivors. This was her life, and today, it might lead her to her death. From below, the horns of the Fellspawn began to sound. The ground began to tremble as the many feet beating against it marched on the city. Jedda prepared to give the signal to fall back.
“To your positions! Make ready!”
The final blow crashed against the walls of Highmount.





Chapter Thirty-One
Sarah’s eyes were no longer human as she lashed tendrils of fire at the Mind-Reavers, binding them where they had fallen. She stood over E’blis, who clambered to his knees.
“A’aron ... so you have finally shown yourself and taken over the mortal’s form.”
“Be silent.”
“I think not.” Thunder rumbled from his prostrate form, hammering Sarah into the far wall of the chamber. E’blis regained his feet. 
“Do you know what it has been like, A’aron? Being a fallen god for all these years. Once, I could command the earth to move, the sun and moon to rise and fall. Rivers leapt into being where I trod, and the ocean receded at my slightest gesture. But you, you took it all away from me. I have power at his behest, but it is a paltry thing compared to the might I once possessed. Do you understand?”
Sarah, dazed from the blow he had dealt her, shook her head.
“Of course not. You are no longer who you truly were, much like I am. We have both fallen and become lesser beings. We are mere shadows, worthless.”
Through the fog of semi-consciousness, Sarah finally understood E’blis, His desire to serve a being that would destroy everything.
E’blis wanted to die.
He wanted the nothingness of extinction. It was the only way to heal the pain of being a shadow of what he had once been. She paused, staring up at him. How could a being so terrifying and powerful do all that he had done just for the sake of suicide?
But she had no more time to think on it.
Another wave of force crashed over her, and she called upon the Flame to shield her as it was followed by another and another. The chamber was quaking and raining down debris as the power E’blis was unleashing against her tore at the matter around them. The Mind-Reavers were crushed by the falling rocks.
This is but a shadow of his former strength. Thank goodness for that.
Sarah struggled through the chaos to the altar. Kiley was alive, though dishevelled and covered with dust. She was unconscious as well, thankfully. Sarah reached out and felt the fragments of stray thoughts wandering through Kiley’s mind.
... nightmare ...  dreaming ... wanna go home ...
A glow spread across the altar as Sarah granted her wish. She sent Kiley home. This would be no more than a nightmare for her. She would wake up in bed and think nothing of it. Sarah did not want Seythe, and its war against the darkness, to weigh upon Kiley’s heart. It was her responsibility.
I am the Living Flame.
She had to finish this.
A moment later, Kiley was gone and Sarah breathed a sigh of relief.
E’blis came up on her from behind knocking her to the ground.
“Now I have you, O Flame.”





Chapter Thirty-Two
General Kella grimaced as the first wave of the assault flowed through the broken walls of Highmount. The fetid air that hung over the Fallen One’s troops seemed to spatter against his skin. This was the last place any man would want to be. He was facing an army that ran like a black, bristling river through the shattered gates and over the ruins of Plainstown.
How many thousands were out there? How many had once been people of the Three Kingdoms? How many more had been perverted by vile magic into Fellfolk, Phages, Drujja, and Dionin?
But he was not going to let them take Highmount so easily. With his square jaw set, Kella called out to the men and women sheltering in the makeshift dugouts and culverts behind him. They were bearing cauldrons that had been specially prepared by the Herb-Sisters. Each of the steaming vessels was hoisted up and propped against trembling stone.
“Make ready,” Kella shouted to them as the wave of foul-smelling bodies came surging across the ground towards him. The sight made him feel sick.
He raised his arm and brought it down with a hard swipe.
The cauldrons were braced and tipped forwards. Their contents pouring across the earth towards the scrambling horrors. There was no boiling pitch or oil in the cauldrons, only a liquid that gave off a rich scent of forests and summer evenings. The dead-men and demons stopped in their tracks, wondering at what was flowing towards them.
But when the moment passed, the cries from the Fellspawn began as spores erupted from their bodies. Moss spread from open mouths, quickly coating staring, disbelieving eyes. Dark armour crumbled into leaves, and flesh and bones went the same way. The vanguard of the army became a flaking morass of undergrowth that reached out to attack the flanks behind with creepers, vines, and thick, strangling roots. Howls of fear rippled through the monsters as Mistress Ruth’s concoction worked as well as her spell on the Norn Valley legions.
Kella allowed a smile to play across his lips, “We have taught them fear today.”
But it was not over; he knew that. The fate that Mistress Ruth had visited upon an entire army had only destroyed a battalion or so this time. It was a little loss but not enough to make a big difference. Already, he could see other monstrosities striding through the mulch of those who had been transformed. Vicious shadows struck at moaning Phages, reminding them to fear the Black Lord Under the Mountain more than a few humans hiding behind stone walls. The shadows came closer and Kella felt a thrill of fear pass through him as he recognised their smouldering forms.
Fallen-born.
“The Mother preserve us.”
Kella watched the Fallen-born as they rose from the ground with a chorus of unearthly shrieks, blended together and became one. As a noxious, flowing cloud of darkness, they came for him. Five figures striding out of it—reeking and steaming from the fumes exuded by their cursed armour. He glimpsed the weeping, blackened bone that the armour itself was fused to. He drew his sword from its scabbard as the eyes of the Fallen-born fell on him. Those about him retreated in fear, but Kella stood face to face with the Devil-eyes. He could hear the cries of men and women who had never dreamed of facing such incarnate evil.
One of them came for him, bringing its sword down to clash against his. Kella feinted and riposted, setting the Fallen-born back a pace.
This is it then, thought Kella.
It lurched towards him again, joined by its dismal kin. Kella found himself fending off five swords in no time, all of which rose and descended with disturbing fluidity. The air became heavy with their bitterness; it lined Kella’s throat and skull, filling his arteries and veins with sluggishness. It was like a web they were threading through him, making him become sick with spite as the fight went on. It broke his concentration into pieces, catching and pulling at the fibres of his brain, making dreams bleed into his sight. His vision became hot, black, and distorted as his sword danced from blade to blade. The General ground his teeth, and braced his feet against stone that trembled like it was about to throw him to the ground below. He was trapped. There was no way out. But still he fought on.
 
~ ~ ~
 
A clinging mist settled over the buildings of Highmount. It clung like fungus, spreading root-like fronds that curled down walls, over roofs, and into doorways. It made outlines blur, doorways and windows became rotten holes. Everything became ghostly, awash in sight and sound. Through the obscurity, Jedda could see a great swaying weight, gross and unusual, rising overhead.
Some grand conjuration by the Fallen One’s Mind-Reavers, no doubt, she thought.
It seemed to glisten and shine.
She could see it leaning down, tottering under the pull of gravity. 
It began to rain.
Jedda’s eyes fixed upon what was falling to the ground: fat maggots, pasty worms, and glimmering insects. The enemy had unleashed a charnel storm that was met with screams from Highmount’s defenders. Swords and crossbows fell from shaking hands as the nightmare rain continued. Jedda’s mouth drew in the contaminated air. Her knuckles turned white as she pressed on through the deluge, trying to avoid its squirming cargo. She saw Kella slowly being battered to his knees by assaulting shadows that seemed to constantly fade in and out of being.
Fallen-born!
Jedda dashed through the rain. Kella could not hope to prevail against all of them. But what was it that Mistress Ruth had said to her?
You were reborn as something else, something different. You were changed.
Jedda faced the Fallen-born, and they recognised her; she could tell by the way their forms fluxed and shifted. Her ears rang with the noise of a great bell tolling, over and over again. Jedda was not sure if this was real or another illusion, but she did not care.
This bell tolls for me, she thought, and I will finish what I began.
The Fallen-born screamed as one. Jedda met them, eye to eye, and prepared to have her vengeance. One struck Kella, and the General crumpled to the ground with a groan. Jedda caught him. He was wheezing as he bled out. His eyes fixed on a middle distance somewhere. His lips moved dryly as he tried to cling to what was left of his life. A moment was all he had left.
“Win this war, my Princess. For me. For our people. Save Highmount,” he gasped.
Then, he was gone.
Jedda set down Kella’s corpse and got back to her feet.
She turned on the Fallen-born. They bore down on her soundlessly, eager to run her through, or was their swift approach an act of fear? Was she so different now that she was a threat to the Darkness That Was Not Darkness?
Am I not the slave I feared myself to be?
She saw them begin to shimmer and shift into their fog-like forms. Then something happened that Jedda did not expect. The fog disappeared and she saw them moving at incredible speed and realised that what she had taken to be a fog was the magnified blur of their own movement.
But now she could see through it!
As she feinted, riposted, and struck back at them, Jedda realised she was moving at the same speed they were. She felt a tremor pass through the air as she forced the Fallen-born back. Not only was she fighting as fast as they were, she was also stronger. The tremor had come from them.
The Fallen-born were afraid of her.
Jedda couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face as she continued to harry them, forcing these fragments of the Fallen One to retreat. Cries rang out and the flickering forms of soldiers fled from their path. She wanted to shout to them that there was nothing to fear. The Fallen-born were cowed, they were running, and she was going to defeat them. But there was no time. Though she had the Fallen-born fighting defensively, they were still dangerous. As the saying goes, there is nothing so dangerous as a cornered rat.
Their barbed blades tried to break through her defences and cut through exposed clothing. Such a wound would be fatal, Jedda knew. As much as she could match the Fallen-born, in some ways that made her like them. She should have died atop the Fellhorn, so their night-forged swords, if they pierced her flesh, could well return her to that state. Jedda gritted her teeth and began to fight all the harder. 
I will not die and leave Venna all alone, not now that I have finally got her back.
Those who watched saw the fight between Jedda and the Fallen-born as a spectral ballet, its participants seeming to flicker in and out of being, like dying flames. The air around them became a trembling bank of fog that resounded with the sounds of fierce battle. None ventured near. They could not hope to match the ferocity of the Fallen-born. But, after a time, the clashing of swords diminished and the curious fog thinned until only one figure remained standing.
Jedda struck down the last of the Fallen-born, and as it faded from existence, its burning eyes stared at her and its mouth formed the words, “What are you?”
“I don’t know,” said Jedda. “But I am strong enough to slay you and save my people. That is all that matters to me.”
She was battle-wearied, sweating, and her armour was scored in countless places, but Jedda was alive, and the collapsed remains of the Fallen-born were laid out at her feet.
A mighty cheer went up from the defenders of Highmount.
Jedda looked at the smoking, empty armour where the Fallen-born had been. This attack had been repulsed. Fellfolk and Phages were being routed through the holes made in the walls of Highmount.
But still, it was not enough.
And they had lost Kella.
She knew the Nightlands’ cocoons would soon be hatching more horrors to join those already arraigned against them.
I can fight. I am strong. But strength will only save us for so long.
It was time to summon the White Rider.





Chapter Thirty-Three
Mistress Ruth and one of her fellow Herb-Sisters stood before the surviving defenders of Highmount. They could see the shifting forms of the Fallen One’s army through the wounds in the walls, but none were coming through. There were not many left in the city, but Jedda had slain the Fallen-born. The Fellspawn had not expected that.
Jedda marvelled at Mistress Ruth’s strength. The healer’s hair had turned to a striking white and her face was lined and mottled with advancing age – it had not been so before she called on Gorra. Jedda stood by her decision to summon the White Rider – but she feared what the consequences might be for Mistress Ruth. She did not look as if she could take much more strain.
“You said that your powers were gone, Mistress.” Jedda said.
“Aye, and they are, my dear. But I know the words and Rhea here can work the conjuration in my place.”
“Will he come?”
“The White Rider goes where he wills and to where the Flame calls him. This may be for naught but it will be done, as you commanded.”
Mistress Ruth put emphasis on the last three words, making Jedda nod curtly and turn away. This was even more dangerous than summoning Gorra, it seemed.
Time passed as the Herb-Sisters scratched peculiar runes into the ground, muttered, chanted and cast handfuls of seed, pollen and grain across the complex pattern of markings they had made. Jedda tried to follow what they were doing and to interpret the meaning of the runes but her eyes and head began to hurt when she looked for too long. Overhead, the winter skies were growing dark and Jedda wondered if the insect rain was going to fall once more. 
Then, lightning struck the ground before her.
Jedda staggered away from the blinding blast. As she blinked and cleared her eyes, she heard cries from behind. She turned and saw that lightning was falling among her people, roasting them alive. The wind was picking up, growing fiercer and fiercer. She looked up and saw that clouds from the sky above were descending in a raging funnel.
Drujja!
But this was not one of the Storms That Walk – this was the work of many. The deadly funnel of whirling air came across the ground towards her. It was spitting black lightning, stones and sand. It was ripping and tearing at everything and everyone it could touch.
Jedda screamed over the roaring it made, “Mistress Ruth! The White Rider! Now!”
The Drujja was upon her.
As she backed away, Jedda could see Fellfolk streaming through the Highmount walls. Phages raised their battlehorns and blew hard on them. Beasts and nightmares made flesh shambled towards the last of Highmount’s people.
Another blast of lightning seared down from the heavens.
But this one came silently and without fury.
It struck at the Drujja, enveloping the living storm with bright lines of light and fire. They grew around it, crushing it, shrinking it, sucking the fierce wind away. The light resolved into the shape of an armoured knight mounted on a steed, both of whom were composed of white flame.
The Drujja was gone.
The White Rider faced the Fallen One’s creatures.
Their march halted. They watched the fiery knight with uncertain eyes. They did not move. He did not move.
A crossbow bolt sang out from the ranks of Fellfolk. It disappeared in a soundless burst of fire and smoke as it struck the White Rider. He drew a sword of blinding light from the scabbard at his side and pointed it towards the Fellspawn. He dug his heels into his steed’s side and charged. Jedda turned her head to the wearied faces peering out from broken stone and shattered wood. She held her own sword high.
They charged in his wake.
With the White Rider cleaving a path through the enemy, they followed and slew the man-things and monster-folk that he scattered. Jedda watched as the fire that the White Rider was composed of radiated outwards, in the same manner that the sun rising slowly illuminates the world in the morning and chases away shadow. This was a more fatal dawn though as the enemy were reduced to smoke and ashes by his passage. He disappeared through one of the holes torn in Highmount’s walls and Jedda watched as plumes of white smoke began to billow into the sky from the other side.
She ascended the battlements, careful to keep her footing on the parts that were still stable and looked out over the land. She saw the Rider travelling through the army of the Fallen One as an incandescent mote that sent seething waves of flame coursing across the ranks of their enemies. The ground was becoming black and heavy with ash.  Many of the Fellfolk and Phages saw him coming and fled before him. Dionin burrowed into the earth, hoping to survive. Mind-Reavers raised their tendrils to weave enchantments that would shield them from his unwavering wrath. But all of their efforts were to no avail – the touch of the White Rider found them all. And with his work was done, he was gone, riding on to other worlds, places and times.
All came to halt.
All were silent. All were waiting.
A blinding aurora seared the eyes of all who looked to the West. There, a fire blossomed in the sky.
Jedda swallowed hard – was this the Rider returning to incinerate them?
Was this to be the consequence of her commands?
The death of her people after having them believe that they were saved?
But, as her sight cleared, she could see the forms marching forth from within it.
Shadows framed by fire. Each one, a colossus. The flames behind their fanged jaws and glaring eyes were fierce and dark. Each uttered a growl like mountains crashing together, as they strode on. Hearts began to pound and the four winds blew with ire. No quarter would be given. No mercy. No retreat. And so it was that nine great shadows fell across the battlefield; nine shadows of the Iron Gods.
They raised and lowered their clawed hands, slashing at the walls of the city, spilling rocks and stones in chattering torrents onto those below. Their shadows eclipsed the sun and their blows shattered the earth. Fire that could cut through mountains spat from maws that gaped like bottomless chasms. 
Men and women screamed, fleeing, howling, and dying where they stood, as the Iron Gods cast their rage in every direction. Many thousands of bodies lay broken across the battlefield.
Jedda watched bewildered as defeat seemed about to be snatched from the jaws of victory. Gorra and the White Rider would not come to their aid again. There was nothing left to stand in the path of the Iron Gods. A few dozen defenders survived now, including herself, Venna and the Herb-Sisters. No more.
They might as well be ants before these monsters.
“What can I do? What can I do?”
Tears pricked at her eyes. All for nothing. All of this had been for nothing. She was going to fail General Kella. She was not going to win this war.





Chapter Thirty-Four
Oh, this was so sweet!
Mikka Wyrlsorn’s burning, twisted form danced and spun above the battlefield as his iron brothers did their work. The cries of the dying were music to his ears as men and women were crushed beneath sculpted talons. He watched, leering, as gigantic fingers plucked squirming bodies from the broken walls of Highmount, lifted them high and then dropped them, shrieking, into open maws where they were roasted alive in seconds. His brothers had been asleep for a long time. Their wrath had festered until it was a pungency that Mikka could taste on the wind.
Oh, so foul yet, oh so sweet!
He allowed himself to drift towards the ground to enjoy the sight of those suffering. Men and women. A few Fellfolk and Phages. He was neither – in the shape of one kind but born with the dank soul of the other. There were none like him from one end of Seythe to the other. Soon, there were would none of them left at all. They would all be dead. His insides would no longer writhe when he looked upon another living thing and knew himself to be so very different from it.
He let his feet touch the ground beside a man dying from a grievous wound in his side. Blood was pumping out heavily into the ground. He did not have long to live. That was why Mikka chose him. He leaned in close to the man’s face and asked, “Why do you fight it? Why don’t you just give in? Just let go. Die.”
The man’s eyes rolled in their sockets before they found Mikka’s eyes. For a second, the man flinched away though he had no strength to move. His mouth worked but no sound came out.
Mikka became insistent, “Tell me ... why? You could just die and let this all be over. Why cling to this life – this forced, made thing that you endure?”
The man blinked death-sweat from his eyes and swallowed, “Because I want to see ...”
“See? What do you want to see? I have been from one end of this world to the other. There is nothing to see.”
“Then,” said the man, “you have not looked. Perhaps, you cannot see. Your eyes are turned inward, away from the world ... because you fear to see yourself in it, somewhere.”
“What?”
“The world ... the one I love and do not want to leave ... is a mirror ... it is up to ... us ... if the reflection is grim ... or a beautiful one.”
Mikka snarled.
“For the world to go on ... and to no longer see it ... that is why ... I want ... to live ... not die ...”
Mikka roared. He raised his hand and let loose a torrent of brilliant force, reducing the man to vapour. For a moment, the light of it blinded his eyes. He was not weeping. He could not be.
Then, the earth trembled and shook.
 
~ ~ ~
 
Jedda thought the quake was created by the Iron Gods, at first. But a mighty crack forced the metal giants to retreat as rocks, stones, and soil collapsed underfoot. The smelted demons howled and shrieked as they lost their footing and fell into widening pits that began to appear from nowhere.
From the pits sprang nimble forms that danced, struck and scratched at the shells of the Iron Gods - the Kay’lo!
Jedda called out to her people.
“Fall back!”
The ground was unstable and she did not want to see any of them hurtling into the pits and cracks that continued to open as ever more Kay’lo surged out from their underground web of tunnels and burrows. The tide of long-haired, dark-eyed warriors spread across the fallen Iron Gods like a beneficent plague. The Kay’lo’s speed and fighting skill out-matched their ponderous opponents, and whenever it appeared they might be overwhelmed and cast off the hides of their growling foes, a shout went up and Orraea was there–her robes billowing around her and her hair writhing as a wild storm. The daughter of Ossen smote the Iron Gods in the name of her father; conjured lightning played over them and boiling mercury scalded them until they groaned in protest.
Jedda watched and waited.
She could see steam escaping from the giants and hear the sound of ancient metal being slowly broken.
The ants were winning.
A sudden blast of fire knocked her off her feet, and as she tried to pick herself up, she heard a familiar, hateful and weasely voice.
“Greetings, your majesty.”
Mikka Wyrlsorn ...





Chapter Thirty-Five
Sarah was lashed to the sacrificial altar in Kiley’s place.
E’blis stood over her. His eyes were opals of shadow, without colour or life. The bones of his body made a disgusting rattling-clicking sound as he moved. His teeth were set in a demonic grin. She watched him as he turned the knives in his hands, this way and that. He slashed the blade past her at full arm’s length, taunting her. The flat of a blade swatted her throat, digging in, making her feel it, experience the curves and edges. The knife was withdrawn. The point of the knife jabbed into her stomach, not breaking the skin. The knife darted from here to there. Her arms. Her legs. It hovered before her eyes, close enough to scratch them.
“I win, O Flame, as I always knew I would. The final moment has come. All the power and strength of the Fallen One will be unleashed, and you will cease to exist. Darkness will fall, and nothing will ever again be born into the Light.”
“It’s not too late for you to end this, E’blis.”
“End this, why would I want to do that?”
“Because this is madness.”
“Madness? No, it is not madness; it is my destiny.”
“You fell for a reason, E’blis. It’s not destiny that brought you here. It was your own will and the destruction of countless lives.”
“You are not here to discuss philosophy with me, O Flame. You are here to bear witness as the Thirteen Worlds fall under His Shadow for eternity. This long war we have fought is ending in the only way it ever could, and the people of this world and every other will see you kneel before me, just before you die.”
“I’ll never kneel to you, E’blis.”
“You will, O Flame. Oh, you will, and to make sure that you do, I will hurt you. Oh yes, this shell that you burn within will bleed before it falls upon its knees and grovels before me.”
Agony scoured through Sarah out of nowhere.
“Your suffering will be only an iota of mine, A’aron. I will flay your body and then flay your soul, and your dying scream shall be the one that brings him into Being. I could have spilled your sister’s blood, and you could have spared yourself this fate, but I am even more content that you chose to take her place. Your pain is much more exquisite.”
There was a sound from far, far below.
An echo of sundering.
A reverberation of imminent collapse.
“Ah, do you hear, O Flame? He stirs. He tastes your blood on these stones. The alpha and omega awakens. Death and rebirth await!”
E’blis drove his hands into her body.
“Now, you will kneel! You will beg for your life!”
It was the turn of E’blis to scream.
The outpouring of scalding power from Sarah’s body consumed him. He reeled away from the altar as she arose from it. 
“No ... you were bound ...”
“You cannot bind me, E’blis.”
“You were at my mercy.”
“The only one of us who can grant mercy today is I. I gave you a chance and you ignored it. You sought only to cause more pain to me and to others. Likewise, I choose to offer you no mercy now.”
E’blis was on his knees.
“No ... this cannot be the end ... you were to die ... not I ... your life ... for Him ...”
“There are no endings, E’blis. This is a beginning, and that is why there is no place for you here. Fare well, brother.”
Sarah poured more of the Flame into him. In moments, E’blis became a guttering candle of blackened bones, writhing, thrashing and twisting against its fate.
“... this ... cannot be ... the end ... my ... destiny ...”
But, it was.
Soon enough, there were only embers left of him, growing cold on the stony ground. And then, from under her feet, Sarah felt a steady tremor building. It was strangely regular in its rhythm and it made her think that it was something other than an earthquake occurring.
It was the Fallen One, laughing at her.
Sarah suddenly realised what she had done in slaying E’blis.
The sacrifice to summon Him had been fulfilled by her hand.
A god’s blood had been spilled—enough to awaken the Fallen One from his tomb. Though his power had been stripped away and his soul forever tainted, E’blis had still been a brother in blood to A’aron.
“Oh, shit!”
The Shadowhorn shook to its roots. Dark banks of cloud hurried in around its peak, and Sarah knew with all certainty that He was now fully awake. She would have to face Him, or the Thirteen Worlds would be consumed by His Shadow, for his might was greater than all who served Him. If she did not face Him then everything would be crushed into nothingness. He would not suffer another thing to live that was not as He was.
“No pressure then,” she said to herself, “no, none at all.”





Chapter Thirty-Six
Mikka Wyrlsorn, or what he had become, hung above Jedda surrounded by a halo of pulsating magickal energy. The venomous expression on his wretched face was frozen in place, only his eyes seemed able to move. The ripe stench of rot emanating from him and the rags that clung to his mis-shapen torso made Jedda gag before she was able to speak. Whatever magic had been granted to him by the Iron Gods, it had taken its toll on his body – she doubted the flesh and bones would hold together for much longer.
“You are changed, Mikka.”
“Whereas as you are not, Daughter of Ferra. I should have had you slain again the moment I set eyes on you. You could only ever have  betrayed me. I should have seen it.”
“You should have, but you did not. It is difficult to see when one is in shadow, as we both were.”
“Silence, bitchling! I will flay your skin, tear your flesh, feast on the blood of your heart!”
“You speak like E’blis, Mikka. Or, you try to. Do you think you are him?”
“I am more than he ever could have been. The ancient power that flows through me is like ice, fire and the purest rage. I am greater than Him. I am greater than the Living Flame. Greater than all of you!”
“Then, how were we able to cow you, and your masters? Iron Gods are poorly named if they are not able to usurp such a title. And you were never a true king on the throne of Highmount – only a slave coveting a crown.”
“Silence! You will bow! You will kneel to me! All shall fall before my brothers’ might.”
“Your brothers? Does a creature such as you have kin? A false man. A mask without a face beneath it. How can a hollow man have anything truly, except for his own emptiness?”
Mikka’s eyes blazed. He raised his hands and they spat a spiralling torrent of energy at Jedda. It struck her but it did not move her. It flowed through her and earthed itself into the ground beneath her feet. Mikka screamed in frustration and hurled more of his power at her, but it too was absorbed and had no effect.
“What are you? What have you become?”
“I am nothing more than someone who has accepted who they are, Mikka Wyrlsorn. I need no name, save the one I was born with.”
“You speak in riddles and nonsense.”
“You are nothing, Mikka Wyrlsorn. A worm that believes it walks. A maggot that thinks it flies though it is caught in the beak of a preying bird. Truly a Wormtooth. You have well-earned the name. You pretend the role of conqueror, but you have only traded one master for another. You are already defeated. See, how do your brothers fare against the Wayfarer and the Kay’lo? You will never be more than the wasted, servile thing you are. You will always be less than a man. You are nothing.”
“No! You will fight me! I demand that you fight me!”
“Why should I? It would serve no purpose but yours. You have no power, except that which they deign to allow you. You lost this battle a long time ago, Mikka Wyrlsorn. You’ve been lost since the day you were born.”
He hung before her – his eyes clouding over and his fingers flexing, uncertain. Jedda thought she saw tears fall. She must have been mistaken.
“The world is a mirror ... grim ... beautiful ...”
What was he saying?
Jedda felt prickles of sweat working their way across her brow. Her father had once said words were mightier than swords, and the right words could raise up kings, fell empires and drive lesser men to madness. She hoped this was true.
“For the world to go on, and to no longer see it. That is why I must ... die ...”
As his words faded, Mikka let loose a roar of hatred, but it was not directed at Jedda.
It was directed at himself.
Molten tears were pouring down his cheeks. He appeared frozen, so still, as he rose high into the air, higher and higher, away from Jedda before turning and hurling himself towards the Iron Gods – becoming a fiery comet that screamed out their names.
Jedda called out.
“Fall back! Away! Away, if you value your lives!”
They fled as Mikka, burning brighter than a midnight star, struck deep into the heart of Daogoth. The Iron God moaned and clutched at his breached chest. Jedda could see Orraea’s flowing robes among the Kay’lo streaming to safety as the Iron Gods thrashed and struggled to free themselves from semi-burial. Bright cracks were showing across the dark skin of Daogoth. Steam and black smoke were pouring from his form. There was a sound of boiling, a fierce creaking, then there was a deep and monstrous rending.
Daogoth shrieked in a grinding language that no-one knew.
He erupted – as did his brothers. A black rain of slag and searing-hot metal fell all around. The Iron Gods were gone. Mikka Wormtooth was gone.
The awful light of the explosion took its time to fade.
Jedda blinked slowly to clear away the pain it had caused.
They had won.
Highmount was safe.
Why then was no-one cheering?
Why was the air still so heavy and sombre?
As the aftershock of the Iron Gods’ fiery death pulsed on through earth and air, Jedda turned her eyes to the East. Great rumbles of thunder hammered the sky, and the ground beneath her feet shook violently.
Something out there was stirring.
“He is awake,” she said.





Chapter Thirty-Seven
Sarah thought back to how everything had begun for her as she ascended the Shadowhorn; a nightmare flight up the snow-crusted flanks of the Fellhorn. Now, here she was, striding solemnly up the Shadowhorn, through the smoke and stinging ashes clouding its uppermost heights. She knew what was waiting for her at the summit.
The Fallen One: a monstrosity from another world, another dimension.
Was its birthplace still out there in the cosmos, somewhere, or was it the last of its kind? 
The mountain shook beneath her. The scale of the power she was about to confront terrified her, the casual way He could destroy lives, like a cruel boy burning insects with a magnifying glass.
I’m not sure I can do this.
Her doubts and thoughts were silenced by the pounding of hooves. She turned and looked towards the scarred lands at the foot of the mountain, where a glowing form suddenly came bursting through the fog and gloom. His armour shone. His steed was aflame. His purpose burned as true as ever. The White Rider thundered up the mountainside, his star-shod horse dashing from outcrop to outcrop and cliff to cliff until he reached Sarah’s side.
Just as he had before, back in the Wood Beneath the Worlds, he lifted her bodily, and then they were streaking up to the mountain’s summit and the living nightmare that waited there. Though she was thankful for his help in the ascent, Sarah knew the Rider was merely delivering her to the appointed place. He was the masculine aspect of the Flame; a being of instinct and pure force, nearer to being a weapon than a creature of consciousness.
This moment of destiny would be hers alone.
It would belong to no other.
Sarah dismounted a few short strides from the mountain peak and turned to the Rider. The least she could do was thank him, but he was already gone, a white ghost disappearing into the grim ether. He left behind only the sound of pounding hooves, and the heat of his nearness. The latter soon evaporated as Sarah crossed the short distance to the peak, a flat, crude oval on the uppermost mountaintop that reminded her vividly of her struggle against the Fallen-born atop the Fellhorn.
The Fallen One was waiting for her.
She could not see Him, but she could feel that He was there. He had a face that was not a face and a body that was not a body. When He moved, Sarah felt the world around her scream with shock at His unlikeness. Reality tried, as it had always done, to reject Him and cast Him out. But He was too strong; instead, the stuff of the world was forced to buckle and bend around Him. Wet, sizzling patches broke out across the stone ground. The Fallen One was abroad, and Sarah could see He was already making the world bleed.
She stood before Him, small and human. He burned. He smouldered. Space and time seemed to bend and twist into obscene shapes. He would not be rejected, He would not be cast out, she could see that. He would drag this world and everything living in it into the void, and then He would do the same to the next world and the next until all things that were not as He was had been annihilated.
She could not let that happen.
Sarah called on the Flame, she let it pour into her with tidal force. Her flesh and bones began to hum and crawl with building intensity. It was ecstasy. It was purity. It was every dream and reality condensed into light and flowing energy. It fed on her, and she fed right back into it until she was sure she had created a feedback loop which meant the power could only grow and grow in its ferocity. There was no stopping it now. He could never survive this. She let the Flame loose. Reality shrieked around her as the power of Creation tore through the air. It struck the Fallen One.
He stood before her and He took it.
All of it.
Every ounce of power she had disappeared into Him.
How could that be?
It was at that moment Sarah remembered something she’d learned in science class some years ago. A simple thing, a plain piece of knowledge, but it chimed in her mind now. What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object?
I am one, and He is the other.
He could survive this, after all.
No ...
And then, He gave something back to her.
... ...
Sarah saw herself in a hospital bed, her body hidden under plaster casts and bandages, her battered eyes closed in a bruised sleep. The machines next to her were beeping and chiming at each breath, each heartbeat. Trianna and the others had caught her that day. She had not escaped into the Hall of Mirrors. They had beaten her bloody. Left her to die. She had been in a coma for three years. There was no sign of her coming out of it. They would have to pull the plug soon.
... ...
She saw Kiley driving home from the hospital after Momma died with tears in her eyes. Her sister did not see the car that was careering towards her. It hit her. The vehicles swerved and spun as one before the collision. The crash shattered glass and twisted metal with a tremendous shrieking. Sarah wanted to turn away as she saw her sister’s body hurled through the windshield by the splintering force of the impact.
... ...
“That didn’t happen. It’s bullshit.”
He was inside her head.
“The truth is too much for you, so you escape, you run from it. You sent your sister back to her death.”
His voice was soothing and soft – not what she had expected at all.
“No. It’s not true. I’m not in a coma. Kiley is not dead. And this world you’re destroying is not a fantasy, it’s real!”
“It is a dream, Sarah Bean. It always has been. I can set you free from it. I can take the Flame away. Then you’ll never be tormented by it again. You will rest in peace.”
“No. You can’t have it. I won’t let you take it away from me.”
“Think carefully, Sarah Bean. I will offer you this chance only once. Then your dream will become a nightmare. It will consume you. You will never awaken. Never escape.”
“No. I won’t let you have Seythe. Deal with it.”
“Very well, Sarah Bean. Such a pity. Your nightmare shall begin.”
“No, it will not.” 
“You cannot deny me.”
“I can too. If I should have died, but I didn’t, then Seythe saved me. Imagination saved me. Creation saved me. That is why you cannot bear its existence. It is a blight to you. I can see it. I feel it. I burn inside this world and all others because I am a part of them. You are not. You came here from the Outside, and you are still Outside. The Worlds scream at your very presence. You do not belong with us. You should not be here.”
“My existence is not for you to deny or take away, Sarah Bean.”
Sarah blinked and let the Flame go. She was standing atop the mountain and the non-shape of the Fallen One was before her. She turned her back on Him.
“You have no existence for me to take. I deny you. I take back everything that you have destroyed.”
“You cannot do this, Sarah Bean. It is impossible.”
“I can, because you told me your secret. Why is there something instead of nothing? If this is a dream, then I can choose to no longer believe in you. I want Seythe as it was. I want every life you took away returned. You are not the Fallen One. You are not even One. You are Zero. You are Nothing. You are shit.”
“Nothing? I am not Nothing!”
“You are nothing. This world is something, even if it is a dream. Goodbye.”
The Fallen One lunged forward. His hand that was not a hand touched her.
And it did not touch her – because it was not there.
Nothing was there.
Nothing had ever been there.
But Sarah could have sworn she heard a scream—for a moment.
He was gone.
And, so was Sarah Bean.
She let the Flame go. She no longer needed Seythe.
... I’m coming home, Kiley ...
But, one day, it might again need her.





Epilogue
No one on Seythe saw Sarah Bean again after that night, when a sudden winter storm brought to Highmount the most beautiful snow ever seen. It shone of all colours and hues, some  that could not even be identified, and it fell sparkling from the quiet sky, casting a haze of ethereal rainbows over the face of a harvest moon.
No one saw her, but there were those who dreamed of her for many lived again because she had wished it be so. Woran awoke and found himself in his little house on the hill in the Norn Valley with Barra warming his feet. Enna and Witta arose from where they had fallen in the Grassland Plains to find the women they had loved and lost waiting for them. General Kella and the dead of the Highmount siege sat up where they had been laid out, making the Herb-Sisters scream in terror before they were calmed and rejoiced. Fellfolk recovered their humanity and were returned to their families. Others there were too who found themselves awakening from death, more than can be recorded here – for Sarah Bean had been into Erebus and she came back with a power that was absolute, even in the face of Death.
If Seythe was in any way a dream, the Living Flame had decreed that, for now, it would be a good dream.
 
~ ~ ~
 
The Three Kingdoms saw an abundant Spring come to the land and the signs of the Fallen One’s contagion retreated as the days and weeks passed. Cities and lives were steadily rebuilding.
In the throneroom of Highmount, it was quiet. Jedda sat upon the throne uncomfortably with Venna at her right side. The room was filled with a great crowd of Earlmen and Earlwomen who had come from the beleaguered kingdoms to pay homage to the true heir. But Jedda did not want their homage. She did not want the throne – but how could she tell them this after what had happened? It would seem like she was abandoning them after setting them free.
I have to do what is right though, she thought.
At a gesture from General Kella, who stood at her left side, Jedda rose to her feet. Venna took up the crown and the crowd began to murmur in expectation. Jedda turned her eyes to Venna and solemnly shook her head. Little Venna smiled, understanding, and lowered it once more.
The crowd gasped.
Jedda turned to address them, “My people, these are my words and my will. I choose them carefully though many of you may think otherwise. We fought the Fallen One for a dream of freedom. That dream is now a reality and I mean to see that it is a good one. I renounce the throne-”
Shouts of disbelief went up from the crowd.
“I renounce the throne and I leave the Three Kingdoms in your care, to do as you will with them. The line of Ferra ends with me and with my sister, Venna. We will leave Highmount tomorrow morning. We will travel with the Wayfarer, Orraea, to other worlds and see the good that has come to pass from the Fallen One’s defeat.”
“Will you ever return to us?” a voice called out.
“Perhaps one day, but not to rule. The responsibility for so many lives should not lie with one soul. That much I have learned. Such responsibility can quickly lead to corruption and the Ferra line could soon become as twisted and ruinous as the Fallen One himself. No, you must rule yourselves, and you will. This is my last decree, see that it is done.”
Uneasy silence greeted Jedda as she stepped down from the throne.
Mistress Ruth was waiting for her.
“Give them time,” the Herb-Sister said, “They’ll see the sense in what you’ve done eventually. It’ll just take some getting used to is all.”
“Will you go with us, Mistress?”
“Kind of you to ask, Majesty.”
“Just Jedda now, please. No more titles.”
“Very well. Jedda, it would be my pleasure.”
“And it would be my honour to have you with us, Mistress Ruth.”
Jedda bowed graciously to the Herb-Sister.
“Royalty bowing to me, eh.” Mistress Ruth said, “Now, I have seen everything.”
And thus began the Age of the Flame...
The End ... and A Beginning





The Adventures of Sarah Bean will continue in 2014!
For after the Age of the Flame, there will come an Age of Ashes...





Author’s Note
Thank you for reading The Stone of Sorrows. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would like to receive updates regarding new and upcoming releases by Greg James, please sign up to my mailing list: http://eepurl.com/vfYf9
If you have a moment, I would also greatly appreciate it if you left a review on the site where you purchased this ebook: Amazon US
Amazon UK
No matter how big or small it is, every review counts and matters to a writer because without you, the readers, we are nothing.
 
For news and daily updates:
Greg James’ Website
Greg James’ Twitter
Greg James’ Facebook Page
 
Other titles available by Greg James
The Sword of Sighs
The Sceptre of Storms





Acknowledgments
I would like to thank the following people for their help, support and contributions;
Lora Kaleva – for putting up with a very decisive yet indecisive author who knew exactly what he was doing, except when he didn’t.
Christine DeMaio-Rice – for creating an excellent cover to see the series off.
Tara West – for putting together the paperback cover art and doing a superb job.
Karin Cox – for helping me knock this one into shape when I thought it was all going to fall to pieces instead.
My fellow self-publishers, all of whom are awesome; Shea Macleod, M. Edward McNally, Jack Wallen, Cheryl Bradshaw, Jessica Meigs, David Gaughran, Jolea M. Harrison, Alisa Tangredi, Heather Marie Adkins, Mike Cooley, Cheryl Shireman, Lin Welch, Athanasios Galanis, Danielle Blanchard, Michelle Muto, Red Tash, P.J. Jones, Julia Crane, Sarah Billington, J. Carson Black, Lizzy Ford, Graeme Reynolds, James Everington, Autumn Christian, Tony Rabig, Sean McLachlan, Tony Slater, Mandy White, Sarah Woodbury, Arshad Ahsanuddin, Laura Yirak, Matt Conrad & Ben White – the Word Lovah!
My friends are my family and this book could not have been done without them, as ever; Ruth Latchford, Jez Joubinaux, Evie Joubinaux, Kris Dyer, Jason Brawn, Dolores Harrington, Mark & Tori Waddington, Sandra Norval, Adrian Chamberlin, Nyki Blatchley, Chris Hall, Jean Hatton, Jim McLeod, Libby Cummings, Kiley Owens, Robin Jennifer, Kacey Stewart & Ann Giardina Magee.





About the Author
Greg James was born in Rochford, Essex in darkest East Anglia. He studied Literature and Media at university and spent a year in the Far East teaching English as a foreign language. He now resides in London where he takes long walks on the asphalt beach, dreams strange dreams and keeps trying to get back to Narnia through the wardrobe.





Glossary
A’aron  (AH-aron)
The Creator of Women, known also as the Mother.
 
Adraxis (AH-drac-SYS)
The last of the Unicorns.
 
Ahmen-Ra (AH-men-RAH)
The founder of the Herb-Sisters’ order.
 
Atosha  (Aa-TOH-sha)
One of the Three Kingdoms.
 
Barra  (BAH-rah)
Woran Bean’s small but fearless mongrel dog.
 
Batracca (BAT-rack-AH)
A species of giant bat-like creatures that have been tamed by the Cham to carry warriors and travellers on their backs.
 
Bean, Kiley
Sarah Bean’s sister.
 
Bean, Sarah
An American teenage girl who discovers she is the Living Flame – a scion of A’aron and prophesied saviour of Seythe.
 
Bean, Woran
Adoptive grandfather to Sarah Bean. He lives on a hill in the Norn valley with his mongrel dog, Barra.
 
Berace, Old
A supernatural being who has taken the form of the jolly rustic innkeeper of The Everlong Road Inn. He has knowledge stretching back to the beginnings of the Thirteen Worlds but no interest in taking part in the wars that ravage Seythe. He is charged with offering sanctuary and wisdom to those who need it, nothing more.
 
Brindan  (brin-DUNN)
One of the Three Kingdoms.
 
Cham, The
A splinter group of the Molloi race that have settled in Yrsyllor as farmers.
 
Daogoth (DAY-oh-GOTH)
The new leader of the Iron Gods.
 
Dettha (DET-hah)
An Earlman of the Three Kingdoms.
 
Dionin  (DIE-oh-NYNN)
Creations of the Fallen One. A fusion of Fellfolk ‘volunteers’ and giant carnivorous invertebrates. Possibly the result of an experiment with the Great Larvae.
 
D’noi (DUH-noy)
A Kay’lo warrior.
 
Doctors, The
Undefined beings that inhabit a dimension outside of the Thirteen Worlds.
 
Dracken  (DRAH-kin)
Creations of the Fallen One. Stunted dragon-like creatures that obey the will of Malus and E’blis.
 
Drujja  (droo-YAH)
Also known as The Storm that Walks. Creations of the Fallen One.
 
Earlmen, Earlwomen
Feudal lords and ladies of the Three Kingdoms.
 
E’blis  (EH-bliss)
The Creator of Men. Also known as the Prince of Pain.
 
Enna (Ehn-NAH)
Sarah Bean’s guide through the Grassland Plains.
 
Erebus
The realm outside the realm of the dead.
 
Fallen, The
Generic term for servants of the Fallen One.
 
Fallen One, The
A malevolent being from a Space and Time outside of the Thirteen Worlds.
 
Fallen-born, The
Scions of the Fallen One itself that escaped from its tomb under the Shadowhorn mountain in the Nightlands.
 
Fellhorn
A colossal mountain in the Western Wastes where the Sword of Sighs rested before it was drawn from the stone by Sarah Bean.
 
Fellhounds
Undead hunting animals that serve the Fallen-born.
 
Fellspawn
Generic term for creations of the Fallen One.
 
Ferra  (feh-RA)
Father to Venna and Jedda. A just and much-loved king who was murdered by Ianna.
 
Gorra  (GOH-rah)
Gorra is the Father of Leaves and the spirit of the Wood Beneath the Worlds. He tends to the roots of all Thirteen Worlds.
 
Grah’na  (GRA-narrh)
An area of swampland that must be crossed to reach the Mountains of Mourning. Molloi tribes reside here and the Phages.
 
Grassland Plains, The
A wilderness that was formally the shared land of humanity and the Kay’lo. It has been rendered even more inhospitable since the armies of the Fallen have marched across it.
 
Great Larvae, The
Gigantic invertebrates that share some form of heritage with the Mind-Reavers. They are also known as the Guardians of the Deep and feast on those who wander into their lairs unaware.
 
Great Tree, The
The magickal tree that all of Seythe originally grew from.
 
Herb-Sisters, The
An order of healers and carers in the Three Kingdoms. No man can become a healer because they were created by E’blis, the Father of Pain.
 
Highmount
The city-province situated in the one pass through the Northway Mountains. It has protected the Three Kingdoms of humanity since the last great war against the Fallen One.
 
Highmount Council
The advisors to the ruling family of Highmount.
 
Ianna  (EYE-anna)
Step-mother to Jedda and Venna. Self-appointed Lady Warden to the throne of Highmount. 
 
Iron Gods, The
The Iron Gods were created by the Molloi as guardians for their cities in the Mountains of Mourning. They were infected by an evil taint that drove them to conquer their own masters and begin a war that devastated the land surrounding the mountains.
 
Jedda  (jed-DAH)
Heir to the throne of Highmount.
 
Ka’aron (KAH-aron)
The First Wayfarer. He sleeps in his tower, guarded by the fears of those who enter. He holds the Sceptre of Storms, which can only be released to a bearer of the Living Flame.
 
K’Aoa (kay-EH-oh-AH)
Witta’s Kay’lo lover.
 
Kay’lo  (kay-LOW)
A race who once inhabited the Grassland Plains in harmony with humanity. The early stages of the last war against the Fallen One saw humans committing genocide against the Kay’lo to take their land. There has been enmity between them ever since. The Kay’lo now dwell in forest enclaves, the ruins of their cities and in underground burrow-towns.
 
Kella, General (KHEL-ah)
Commander of the Highmount defenders.
 
K’th (KIH-ith)
Giant spiders born in the Beginning after the Unicorns and the Dragons. They were driven from the mainland of Seythe and now they act as guardians of the tower where the First Wayfarer sleeps.
 
K’th’li’li (KIH-ith-LEE-LEE)
An island known as the Kingdom of Webs where the tower of the First Wayfarer is guarded by the K’th in their crystal caves.
 
Lands Beyond, The
The Lands Beyond are where all things that dwell on Seythe go after they die.
 
Lo’a’Pan  (LOW-ah-PAN)
The secret underground city of the Kay’lo. No human has ever visited the city and come back alive.
 
Malus/Sula (MAL-uss/SOO-lah)
Sula was the king of the Dragons but he swore service to the Fallen One after seeing all of his kin slaughtered during the great war between the Flame and the Fallen.
 
Mind-Reavers, The
Invertebrate creations of the Fallen One that resemble bipedal jellyfish. They feed on the thoughts and memories of their victims and act as the inquisitors of the Fallen One. They share some suspected heritage with the Great Larvae and the Dionin.
 
Molloi  (MUH-loy)
Once a proud race of engineers and architects, they built the Iron Gods to guard their cities. Following the war with their creations, they were made homeless and destitute, and subsequently degenerated into savages.
 
Morra (moh-RAH)
A former captain of the Highmount Guard.
 
Mountains of Mourning, The
A range of mountains separating the Grassland Plains and the swamps of Grah’na from the Western Wastes. They were fashioned into great cities by the First Wayfarer and the Molloi. Now, those cities are tombs after so many died in the war against the Iron Gods, which earned the mountains their title.
 
Mya (mee-YHA)
A barmaid at The Water Mark in Trepolpen.
 
Nightlands, The
A cold and desolate wasteland in the east of Seythe where perpetual night reigns. This is the domain of the Fallen One, His creations and those who follow Him.
 
Norn Valley, The
A valley between Highmount and the Three Kingdoms where farmers and peasantry reside.
 
Northway Mountains, The
The range of mountains that acts as a protective barrier between the Three Kingdoms and the Grassland Plains. The only clear path through is the Northway Pass, which is guarded by the city-province of Highmount.
 
Northway Pass, The
The one clear way through the Northway Mountains.
 
Orraea (OH-ray-EAH)
The daughter of Ossen.
 
Ossen  (OH-sun)
Ossen was a Wayfarer well-known in the Three Kingdoms as a champion of humanity and a bringer of hope.
 
Oswald
A servant of The Doctors.
 
Phages  (FEYE-gizz)
Soldiers thought to have been created by the civilisation that once existed in the Western Wastes. They are flesh-eaters and have also been known to use the body parts of their victims to replace their own rotting limbs. 
 
Plainstown
The ‘poor’ half of Highmount that faces out onto the Grassland Plains. None of the nobility or Earlfolk live in this part of Highmount.
 
Ruth, Mistress
A Herb-Sister and close friend of Ossen.
 
Saltwines, The
A family of brewers and distillers in the Norn Valley.
 
Sceptre of Storms, The
The Sceptre of Storms was fashioned from the horn of Adraxis, the last of the Unicorns.
 
Seythe  (SAY-thuh)
The Seventh of the Thirteen Worlds that make up the Cosmos.
 
Shadowhorn
A colossal mountain in the Nightlands that is the source of the Fallen One’s presence in Seythe.
 
Summernight
The main summer festival in the Three Kingdoms. Rules of propriety are waived in favour of merry-making, drinking and dancing.
 
Sword of Sighs, The
Also known as the Sword Without a Blade. It bears the soul of A’aron and uses the Living Flame itself as its blade. It is the only weapon known that can harm the Fallen One.
 
Sworn, The
A secretive order of trained warriors often hired for assassinations, mercenary duties and to protect travellers in the wildernesses of Seythe. Little is known of their practices and rituals, but all Sworn warriors abandon their former identity upon joining – including name, sex and gender.
 
Taproots, The
A family of farmers in the Norn Valley and neighbours to Woran Bean.
 
Three Kingdoms, The
The Three Kingdoms of humanity were established on Seythe after the last war against the Fallen One. Before this time, humanity and the Kay’lo co-existed on what is now called the Grassland Plains.
 
Trotters, The
A family of pig farmers in the Norn Valley.
 
T’Yuua (teh-YOU-ah)
Chief Elder of the Kay’lo.
 
Venna  (VEN-nah)
Sister to Jedda.
 
Watchers, The
Selected men and women of the Three Kingdoms who stand guard atop the outermost wall of Highmount, watching over the Grassland Plains. First sons and daughters of Earlmen and Earlwomen are often sent to train as Watchers.
 
Wayfarers, The
The Wayfarers are an ancient orders of male and female mages that can travel between the Thirteen Worlds using Paths. Which of the Worlds they originate from is not exactly known.
 
Western Wastes, The
A wasteland wracked by monsoons and ice storms where the Fellhorn mountain stands. Signs of civilisation have been discovered but no memory remains of what might have once been there.
 
Wintertide
The main winter festival in the Three Kingdoms where gifts of food and drink are exchanged to neighbours.
 
Witta (wih-TAH)
Sarah Bean’s scout in the Grassland Plains.
 
Wyrlsorn, Mikka  (WEERL-sawn, MEE-kah)
An agent of the Fallen One. 
 
Yagga  (YAH-gah)
The witch who dwells in the Wood Beneath the Worlds. A being of rot, decay and poison.
 
Yrsyllor  (ERR-sih-LAW)
One of the Three Kingdoms.
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