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The boy stared at it.

It stared back.

The silence lingered, stretched taut. Neither of them said anything; the boy was too terrified to think. The creature was seven feet tall, shaggy black hair snarling its way down its back, eyes of tawny gold gleaming at him in the darkness
; its skin was a dead grey, and it wore nothing but torn black trousers and a leather trench coat, out of which its long, iron nails emerged bathed in blood.

It was crouched, watching him, 
only a few feet from the wall against which Mikhail leaned.
Mikhail was trying very hard not to breathe loudly, or move, or do anything at all that might indicate to the creature that it would be worth its while to just kill the boy. 
Suddenly, the creature’s head snapped up—its nostrils flared and it sprang away, vanishing around the corner.  
It took a while for Mikhail’s heart to slow down, for the terror to slowly abate. He wasn’t going to die, not yet. 
He heard the massive titanium door screech backward, followed by a loud slam.

His breath steamed in the air and he shivered, holding his thin legs close to his body. There wasn’t much room to move, so he took the chance to study his new surroundings. It was a simple dwelling of brick and wood
, with few rooms and even less furnishing. There was an odd, musky smell in the air. From what he could see, it had the look of an abandoned hovel; holes were everywhere and the floor was little more than hard-packed earth. There was a small wooden table between him and the wall, a few scattered boxes and a large armchair with most of the stuffing still intact. He stared at it, wondering what it would be like to sit in its comfortable embrace, but he didn’t dare get up; he feared his captor would not be far away. 
It was dark and there was little light to see by; only the slightest sliver of moonlight speared through the tiny window above. The longer Mikhail had to wait, the more nervous he became—what if the creature didn’t come back—what if it just left him here to die? He bit his lip. Unable to sit still any longer, he jumped up and grabbed a box, dragging it over to the wall. He stepped up onto it, using his new height to peer out the window. 
He was surrounded by unfamiliar shapes, half-rotted and crumbled buildings. If not for the moonlight he wouldn’t be able to see even that. There were street lamps, but none of them were lit. This, more then anything else, brought
 home just how far he’d been brought
. In the main City, not even one street went unlit, not at any time. To venture into darkness would be to invite death; even at his age he knew that. He could see the tall and varied building structures of the main City in the distance, towering into the sky, glowing with the light of a million trapped fireflies. 
Or so it seemed to him. As he stared out at it, wondering, rain started to sprinkle down and the gentle, rhythmic pitter-patter of the droplets began to sound outside.
Mikhail was doing his best to avoid thinking of what he’d seen earlier this night, of his capture and the failed operation to trap the creature. It was too much, too soon for his fragile mind, but he was fast running out of other things to think about. 
Even as this thought occurred to him, he heard a slight hiss from behind. He almost missed it, what with the rain outside, but turning his head fractionally he caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. He flung himself around, heart beating wildly, pressing his back against the wall; his weak eyes, so used to light, tried vainly to pierce the increasing gloom. 

Eventually, the snake gave itself away by hissing and moving forward. Mikhail’s eyes widened and his mouth went dry. His thudding heart couldn’t take much more excitement; his body was frozen. He watched, a spectator in his own body as the snake made its sinuous way forward. 
It hissed and spat, rising up into the air. It was only now that Mikhail truly comprehended its size—even standing on the box, it was longer than he was tall and fully as thick. Terrified though he was, a distant part of him admired the deep sea-green sparkle of its scales as it twined upward in the moonlight. 
If it attacked, Mikhail knew he’d have to respond, would have to reveal his true strength and ability, and all would be lost. He knew the creature would sense it and whatever chance he had of surviving this ordeal would be gone.
“G-good snakey.”
Sweat was pouring down his body. The snake gathered itself, preparing to strike—faster then he could blink it blurred across the distance between them, stopping short just an inch from his face. 
Mikhail stifled a yelp, but with iron control held himself still. 
As he did so, the snake spoke.

“How very interesting… what is a human child doing in Sunshine’s den?” it asked itself, swaying to and fro. “And still alive, too; yes, this is most interesting indeed. Tell me, little boy, what are you doing here?” 

It had a lovely, sibilant voice that seemed to shiver in the air. Mikhail discovered dazedly that he was staring into its direct, golden eyes. He should have answered the question—and he meant to, he really did—but instead he found himself saying, “Oh. You can talk.”
The snake’s eyes narrowed to mere slits and a dangerous hiss began to build in the back of its throat. Mikhail gulped.

“Ah, that is to say…” he hastily rectified, “I don’t know, sir… I was captured… please don’t hurt me.” 
As it became clear that the snake wasn’t going to eat him—surely it wouldn’t bother conversing with him if that was so—he began to relax, just a little bit. 
“Yes, well, that much is obvious, but why? You’re not dead, so he doesn’t intend to eat you. You’re not chained, so he doesn’t mean to use you. You’re deadweight.” It slithered around and away, musing, considering. “Perhaps Sunshine’s taken a liking to you; perhaps you mean something to him… Oh yes, then it would be my responsibility to take you away from him, now, wouldn’t it?” the snake reflected, its eyes now sparkling with a menacing light behind its casual tones.

Mikhail’s mind raced. Could this be his chance to escape? But the more he considered it, the less likely it seemed. At least Sunshine, if that was its name, was remotely human. He didn’t like the look of this tricky snake at all. 
He bit his lip again, unsure of what to say. 
*

Sunestraka frowned. 

He was walking with a well-concealed limp. He was now in the bowels of the earth; sewer tunnels surrounded him, arching up and away. It was completely dark, but that proved no problem for him. He could hear the slight scurrying of rats and other, heavier creatures he stayed well away from. His mind was, however, focused on another matter entirely.

The boy.

He couldn’t fathom why he’d taken him. It had been a spur of the moment decision and one that was, in hindsight, a very foolish one. The child had obviously been bait, and fool that he was, he’d taken it. Still, they hadn’t reckoned on his strength, and even now, a part of him was still glorying in the blood he’d shed this night. It was a worrying sign, though; every year the Council threw its noose wider, tightening its control of the City. Emboldened by initial success, they dared now to strike into the Outskirts. 

And yet, he had saved the child, their pawn. Something about the boy had struck him, something familiar and elusive. His small, dark haired frame had been quaking with fear and not a little resolve too, to not have fled – it was this image that caused him to falter, that brought back memories he hadn’t considered in an age, and it was this which he could not destroy. Sunestraka had grabbed the child and fled, leaping and bounding away with the same speed and savage grace that had just destroyed twenty men.

Now, forced by the rain to seek refuge in the sewers, he was going back home to where he’d left him. He carried a blanket in one hand; it was this which he’d set out to retrieve. He turned a corner, coming into the stretch that contained the entrance to his hideaway.

*

“Well, boy, what do you say? Do you desire to escape or is it you that is attached to he and not the other way around?” 

The rain was pouring down now. Mikhail’s shoulders drooped; he’d been through too much tonight and he was cold and hungry. “I don’t know. Just leave me alone. Let me think.”

“Tick-tock, the time for thinking is over. Make a choice,” it hissed.
Mikhail’s head was pounding and he found he just didn’t have the energy for it. He’d rather entrust his fate to the strange creature that had spared him before sneaking off with a serpent.

“No,” he said.
“So be it,” the snake hissed, turning to leave. As it did, a curious thing happened – it began to shrink and wilt until Mikhail could see that someone was blocking its way. 
Gaunt and menacing as ever, Sunshine stood glowering at the now meek serpent. 

“What are you doing in my home, Sal?” he growled.
“Sonny, my boy! What a pleasure to see you. My mistress sends her greetings.”

Sunestraka snorted. “Get lost, little lizard, before I step on you.”

“Now, now, Sunshine, play fair. I was merely interested in your new pet,” Sal protested
. 

“He’s not my pet.”

“Ah.” Sal slithered forward eagerly, seizing on the offer of information. “Then what is he, exactly?”

“He’s none of your business. Now get lost,” he said, kicking at the snake. Clearly displeased, it hissed and backed off, slithering away into the darkness. Mikhail thought he heard further, quieter words exchanged but he couldn’t be sure. 
“Give my regards to the Witch,” he heard one of them 
call aloud. 
For the third time that night, Mikhail and Sunshine were alone. Mikhail, who had been enjoying the sight of the serpent’s humiliation, felt his amusement fade away. He slumped down the wall until he was seated on the box.
Sunshine threw the blanket at him, startling the boy. Mikhail flinched and it fell to the floor, untouched. After a moment, he brought the fur up to his chest, revelling in the warmth.

“Thank you,” he said.

Sunshine said nothing, merely staring at him. After a moment, he turned on his heel and prepared to pad away.

“Hey, wait!” Mikhail called after him, through the fog of increasing exhaustion. “What do you plan to do with me?”

Sunestraka stopped, but did not turn around. “I don’t know,” he said, sounding unsure for the first time. “I will decide in the morning. In the meantime, I advise you to get your rest.”

He need not have bothered with this last; Mikhail’s eyes were already drooping shut. 

*

He was standing at a crossroads. Empty buildings and flats rose up above him; it was dark and cold. Above, on the roof, something was stalking him.

Everything was going as planned. All he had to do was stand there and look “desirable” – whatever that meant. Never question a Magister—that’s what he’d been taught, and he wouldn’t. So he stood and waited. 
He could feel the eyes and lenses of the elite unit positioned all around him, but he couldn’t see them. Mikhail stood still, appearing to hesitate. Above, the cold light of the moon was blocked by shifting clouds, and it was at that moment the creature struck. 
The first thing Mikhail heard was a soft thud, then a harsh male voice shouted: “Now!” and he dove to the right, as planned, turning as he did so. He landed hard, feeling his shoulder burn but ignoring it as all around them machine gun fire sprayed into the air. The intended target was not there, however; displaying the most incredible speed Mikhail had ever seen, it was spinning, leaping and diving – virtually bounding off the walls. 
Soon after, the screams began. 

Shivering, curled up in a ball, Mikhail tried to cover his ears and block out the sounds. Moments later, an explosion ripped through the air as a fireball arced overhead, setting a stack of boxes and crates alight. The heat on his skin drove Mikhail backward and he struggled to get away. He got up and crawled as fast as he could to the nearest wall, hearing the shouts and screams continue about him. A contingent of men poured out of a nearby building.

“Take it down, take it down!” 

“It’s too quick! Use the cluster-crystals, hurry!”
That cry was followed by the sound of an explosion and a curious whining as shards of crystal flew through the air, ricocheting off walls. The creature, a mere shadow, danced away, seemingly floating on the air as the cluster-crystal did more damage to the men than their foe. In the disorientation that followed, it somehow got between them, its claws slashing through throats and disembowelling stomachs. 

Blood flew through the air. 

Mikhael tried to shut it all out, to close his eyes and forget. Even then, the flicker and flash still pressed upon his vision, and he sobbed with terror. 
Soon, the cries became fewer and fewer until only the odd gasp of pain or shout of anger troubled the night air. 
Gradually, Mikhail opened his eyes. There were several bodies nearby; his gaze 
skipped over these quickly, surveying the rest of the area.

Nothing stirred.

He licked lips gone dry with terror, trying to generate some saliva, and slowly sat up. A slow-moving trail of blood was inching its way toward him. Mikhail could only stare at the rich crimson tide in dumbfounded horror, and it was in the reflection of the gleaming liquid that he saw the creature’s shadow approach. 
Mikhail drew his knees in close to his chest, panic clawing its way through his body. As he did so, a body in the background moved and began to rise. It was the Magister, dressed as the other soldiers were but distinguished easily by the diamond-shaped crystal embedded in his forehead. It was a symbol of power and authority that drew Mikhail’s eyes instantly, with fatal consequence.

The creature noticed the boy’s eyes shift, and moved slightly to the right in an insultingly slow fashion as a beam of light tore through the space he’d been standing only moments ago. Still in the same motion, it turned and lazily flicked something bright away from its trajectory toward himself . It flew straight and true, smashing the now-pulsing crystal in the Magister’s forehead. 
The man’s eyes widened with shock, for just one second locking with Mikhail’s, before his head exploded.
Sickened, Mikhail moaned and rolled over to find he’d already rolled out of the blanket and onto hard, uncomfortable ground. Moments later, his eyes reluctantly opened, and he stared at the blank grey wall, an ugly, dirty feeling in the pit of his stomach. It seemed he couldn’t escape what had occurred, no matter how hard he tried. 
Now he knew what he’d tried not to think about—what he’d tried to forget. His lips trembled as the realisation sank in.
He had killed the Magister, and saved the creature.

He was a criminal.

 Chapter 2
Morning slowly crept over the dark City but the light remained dim and the sky grey. It was ever so within the bounds of the massive walls that enclosed them. Mikhail didn’t much care now; the realisation he’d come to earlier, coupled with the misery of remembering all that had occurred, left him in a sullen mood. Why did all this have to happen to him? Only days ago he was living a normal life – as normal as his could be – safe within the protection of the regulated, controlled areas; safe with the Magisters… the same people he was sure would be hunting him.

Now he was stuck with a creature the likes of which he’d been taught to hate and fear since he could comprehend speech—a monster from the Underground. Mikhail sat up, groaning, his back aching in a thousand places. He could feel the self-pity rolling over him, but he did his best to stiffen his resolve. After all, that was what a hero would do. Renault the Builder wouldn’t cower and hide, lost in misery—no, that great forefather would do something. 
But what? 
The simple answer to that question was that he didn’t know. 
Mikhail was cold and tired. His body was hurting and on top of all that he was hungry. As if sensing his thoughts, his stomach rumbled its discontent. Mikhail could take a lot of things—but missing breakfast? Impossible. Mikhail stood up, preparing to charge into the other rooms and make his presence known. All thoughts fled as a shadow detached itself from a wall and moved forward into the light. The creature—Sunshine, as he’d come to think of him—was even more menacing in the light – however dim – of day. It was amazing how much memory had diminished him in Mikhail’s mind, but faced with him now, he shrank back onto the wall. 
He thought he could see the creature’s eyes soften a bit. 
“Do not be afraid.”
Its voice was scratchy, but deep. Mikhail glanced up at the towering frame, the bulging muscles of grey flesh and pointed, yellowing teeth and couldn’t find a reason to obey
.
“I don’t want to be.”

Moving slowly, so as not to alarm the boy, it sat down. Mikhail found he could breathe easier with the transition, even though the wild, black haired head still rose to the height of his chest. 

“What is your name?”

He briefly considered lying, but thought better of it at the last moment. This might be his only chance to survive, now that he couldn’t go home. “Mikhail,” he said.

“Just Mikhail?” 
 Mikhail scowled. He was used to derision for his lack of a family name, but taking it from something not even human, after all that had happened, was another matter entirely. “Yes, just Mikhail! Sorry if I lack the proper pedigree to be speaking to you,” he said. He regretted the words even as they were leaving his mouth; he bit his tongue, cursing inwardly. He winced, waiting for his head to be bitten off, but the expected blow never came – in fact, it seemed amused. 

“Ah.” Its lips twitched. “Yes, I suppose I deserved that. I was simply curious. My name is—”
“Sunshine. I know.”

Tawny gold eyes narrowed. “Sunshine?”

Its voice betrayed nothing, despite the hard look in those eyes. 
“That’s what the snake called you,” Mikhail added.

“I allow Sal that liberty only because of his mistress.” The threat went unsaid—that Mikhail had no such protection. “My name is Sunestraka.”

Mikhail paused for a moment. “Just Sunestraka?” he said, frowning. 

Sunestraka threw his head back and barked out a short, sharp laugh. Mikhail felt himself smiling in turn. He actually found himself warming up to his situation – in fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had someone to just talk to. 
Sunestraka eyed him, serious once more. “There is a difference between having no name and not wanting to share it.” 

They stared at each other for a moment and the silence was, if not totally comfortable, then at least much warmer then their first. It was broken by the large, ferocious roar of Mikhail’s stomach. He blushed, holding an arm across his front. Sunestraka’s eyebrows shot up.

“How remiss of me, to not have offered you breakfast. Come,” he said, standing up to his full imposing height. He stalked off into the other room, muttering about hospitality and rusty manners. Mikhail trotted at his heels, happy that he was going to be fed. The next room was empty and the one following led into a short empty hallway at the end of which a giant, titanium door remained firmly shut. As they were walking, Mikhail spoke.

“I guess you don’t entertain much, huh.”

“Not at all,” Sunestraka said, not looking back. 
There was a wealth of loneliness and sadness behind that simple statement and it silenced Mikhail for a moment. It seemed he wasn’t the only one who’d been alone for too long a time. Perhaps that lay behind Sunestraka’s decision to let him live – could it really be as simple as that? After travelling through room after empty room in this twisting warren, Mikhail couldn’t restrain his curiosity any longer.

“Why is this place so empty? It hardly looks like you even live here.”

“I don’t.”

“Oh.” Mikhail frowned, contemplating that comment. As he was thinking they finally arrived in the kitchen. Or what amounted to a kitchen anyway. There was a stove and some cupboards but little else. A large, blackened circle filled with ashes and still glowing embers, dominated the room. There were still two table legs stacked against the wall, ready to be used as the rest of the wood had been. Sunestraka set about starting a healthy blaze while Mikhail stared, dumbfounded.
“Why don’t you use the stove?” he said, walking over to the machine and flicking one of the knobs on to low. The whole thing began to shake and moan, steam issuing out of it in waves. Recovering from his initial backward leap, Mikhail quickly turned the faulty contraption off but the hissing and trembling only got worse. He turned back to Sunestraka, fearful.

“That’s why,” the creature said, sitting before what was now a cheerful blaze. 

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Possessed,” came the muffled reply. Sunestraka was chewing on a hunk of bread, eyeing the slowly subsiding stove. 

Mikhail stepped away from it, vowing not to touch anything else. He approached the fire, sitting down opposite Sunestraka. He was handed some bread and cheese to eat – the supplies coming from the cupboard nearest Sunestraka’s right elbow. There was a tripod sitting abreast the flames and on this a pan was placed. Some strangely shaped eggs were cracked open into it and began to cook. 

“So if you don’t live here… why are we here?” It was casually said and as most of these things go, went unnoticed. It was amazing how quickly things turned from ‘I’ to ‘we’. Sunestraka’s golden eyes were locked on his, even brighter and more unusual then ever. It was a while before he finally spoke. 

“After the raid last night, it would have been stupid and nigh on impossible to return to my home. It would have been under surveillance, at the very least.”

The eggs were soon done. Portions were doled out onto plates and they ate in silence. They were both reminded of the raid now, of their standing as traditional enemies. More, Mikhail was aware for the first time of the effect such raids had. Reports were always filtering in of the Council’s great and glorious eradication of monsters, of their successes and the protection of humanity. 
He wondered now how much of it was true. 
“I’m sorry,” he said.

Sunestraka’s head snapped up. “What for?”

“For your home. For what happened last night.”

Sunestraka snorted. “It was hardly your fault. And I enjoyed the events of last night, to a great degree. Yes,” he said, noting Mikhail’s surprise, “I am no saint. I have done things that many of your people consider monstrous.” He stuffed some egg into his mouth.
Mikhail leaned back a little, taken aback by this frank admission
. “So why am I alive?” he asked softly. “I guess there was a reason they used me as bait. Have you killed children before?”
“No, they couldn’t have known I’d be in the area at the time. You were meant as general bait, not specifically for me. I can’t say why I saved you, only that it was done and such things happen with reason.”
“But now I’m here; you didn’t just save me, you took me.” 
“I wasn’t thinking clearly,” Sunestraka growled, shaking his head. “I don’t know what I was expecting… It doesn’t matter now; your kind wouldn’t have welcomed you back in any case. They do not like to be reminded of failures. What’s more, they would have wondered why I’d let you live, and you would not have been treated gently.” This was true, but it was clear something else was up, that there were feelings Sunestraka couldn’t express aloud. 

They like murderers even less than failures, Mikhail thought, but he said nothing.  He could have argued further, but it was pointless. He didn’t really care why he’d been taken; now, he was only happy that he had been. Now that the danger was past, the idea of staying here, of having an adventure, didn’t seem so bad after all. It wasn’t as if life at the orphanage had been so great, with the constant bullying and fear. After all, it wouldn’t have been long before someone extracted the truth from him, and painfully at that. 

“You’re right, it doesn’t matter. I don’t want to go back.”

They shared a glance then and continued eating. He didn’t want to linger on the uncomfortable topic any longer than necessary. It was at that moment he realised he hadn’t asked the most obvious question of all. “Just what exactly are you, anyway?”
Sunestraka choked on his bread, hacking and coughing until it settled down his throat. “Around here, boy, that is considered rude at best.”

“Oh… sorry,” he said. “Why?”

Sunestraka sighed. If he’d ever thought that it would be nice for company or that silence was suffocating, he vowed to appreciate it more.

“Will you never stop questioning?”

“Hey,” Mikhail said, hurt. “I’m just curious. It’s a human trait.”

“It’s an annoying trait.”

Sunestraka got up, leaving Mikhail and his infernal questions behind him as he went to the sink to wash his hands. The sound of clinking metal attracted Mikhail’s attention, and he peeked around his brooding friend’s back to find the source. It was, he noted with some astonishment, Sunestraka’s nails – he’d taken them off to clean them of blood. Without the adornment, Mikhail could see that Sunestraka’s hands were, in fact, perfectly formed just like his. He pointed this out.
“Yes—they are small, but effective weapons,” Sunestraka said. “The only ones I had last night, unfortunately. The rest are at home; at some stage, we will have to retrieve them.”

As he spoke, he shrugged off his trench coat, letting it fall to the floor. His massive torso was revealed in all its glory – one side dominated by the dark swirls of tribal tattoos and the other with the marks and scars of mortal combat. Without another word he padded off with cat-like quiet into another room. Mikhail got up to follow, but was stopped.

“No – at least while I bathe, I will be free of your questions.” 

“Oh—sorry,” he said, sitting back down. Mikhail was surprised at Sunestraka’s cleanliness; his own body, he noted, was quite dirty. He could only imagine what he looked like, but that was just one of the extra benefits of being on his own now. He smiled and stretched. 
It wasn’t long before he was extremely bored, however, and began poking the stove for fun. He stopped very quickly when one of the knobs flew off and smacked him in the head. He sighed, getting up. He might as well do some exploring, he thought. 

Even this, he found, failed to alleviate the boredom. There was room after empty room
, with so much space he began to wonder just how many people had lived here and what had happened to them. That thought gave him pause as he considered that perhaps Sunestraka had happened to them. Eventually he came to a set of dilapidated looking stairs, all lined and broken with age. Now here was a challenge! He put one delicate, booted foot on the top of the first stair, wincing as it groaned lightly. Mikhail took his boots off, placing them to one side before taking a few steps backward. 

“One… two… three!” He shot off, leaping up the stairs, his light frame barely touching the wooden platforms. Stumbling on the last step, he ended up sprawled on the second floor, out of breath but smiling. 
Mikhail got up, doing a little victory dance. “Ha-ha, evil stairs! Take that – you cannot defeat me!” he said, springing about. This floor, unlike the first maze of rooms and functions, was completely bereft of, well, anything. A large wooden platform extended the length of the room; this must have been a hall, he thought. All the windows on the opposite side of the room were boarded up. He tiptoed forward, not knowing why, but feeling the need to be quiet. All alone in this vast emptiness, he found himself suddenly thinking of the Magister he’d inadvertently killed. 

That man’s face was never far from his thoughts, the strong, barely bearded jaw and light blonde hair – his desperation and fear still seared even now. 
Somewhat more sombre now, he continued onward to the windows. He just wanted a good look at his surroundings—just one. He carefully lifted one of the looser boards and stared out. Buildings as far as the eye could see, spread out into the distance, until they were lost in a haze. He was even deeper in the Outskirts then he’d feared – that area just one step above the Underground, that area of miscreants, thieves and evil men. The City itself didn’t truly begin until you reached the inner wall, a smaller circular hub within the more massive
 oval. The spires, towers and great buildings could be seen from here but not very well. His view had been better during the night. 

Mikhail couldn’t help but feel a renewed sense of helplessness, of insignificance. His eyes roved over and around the half-collapsed buildings around him before he saw a flicker of movement in his peripheral vision. He turned briefly, glancing down, straight into the eyes of another. Mikhail felt a mild shock run through him and the hairs on the nape of his neck stood up as he looked at that hungry, feral figure. He jerked back, letting the board shut out the world once more. No longer feeling adventurous, he made a speedy return journey to the kitchen, just as Sunestraka was coming back. 
“Ah, there you are,” he said, giving him a quick one over. “What were you doing?”

“Oh, nothing. Just exploring.” 

Mikhail couldn’t say why he didn’t mention the feral man who’d seen him, only that the fear and adrenaline was still rushing through his body and more, he wasn’t sure what Sunestraka’s reaction would be. 

“Somehow, your even dirtier then before,” Sunestraka made a noise of disgust. “My sinuses can only take so much; you must bathe, and soon.”

Mikhail’s face fell – it seemed no matter where he was, someone would force him to shower. 

“I don’t see why,” he muttered sullenly. “It’s not like we’re going anywhere.”

“Actually, we are.”

“What?” This was unexpected, but not unwelcome. Mikhail wasn’t sure which he’d prefer – the outside world, full of danger and enemies, or an empty, boring warren with a possessed, belligerent stove. 

“Did you not wonder why Sal was here last night? There was no way Shai’lan – powerful though she is – could have known of you so quickly. No, he was here to issue a summoning. There is to be a Meet, the first in a generation.” The way his eyes gleamed told Mikhail that this was obviously something of importance.

“A meeting? For who?”

“Why, the denizens of the Underground, of course.”

Chapter 3
Magister Alistair was not pleased.

The last few days had been disastrous for him. The first and most spectacular failure of his campaign to cleanse and control the Outskirts had not gone down well with the Council, or his masters within the Magisterium. It was a cruel blow so close to the election, the elevation of one worthy to sit in the only remaining seat on the Council.

He strode through the somewhat empty causeway within the inner sanctum of the nobility, making his way toward the Tower of Seers. A huge, brooding mass of mottled grey and black stone, it was one of the largest buildings amongst a host of impressive, giant constructions. The Magister’s long, rich black cloak flowed around his legs as he approached the feared place. Absolutely no one was entering, or even standing near the tower – stories about what went on within the shadowed halls reached even the Magisterium.
Alistair halted outside the sturdy, unassuming little door. He hesitated here, flashes of his last and only visit burning in his mind – of the intensely hot darkness, the chanting voices and white shapes in the black, the haunting words and elusive answers. He reached upward, brushing his blonde hair back from his face and rubbing the small, brilliant diamond in his forehead as he was wont to do when worried. It always calmed him, remembering how far he’d come and just how much power he’d attained. He was better then this.

Just as he was squaring his shoulders to make the plunge and knock on the door, it opened and a small servant in complete white bowed to him. 

“My lord, you are anticipated. Please, come this way.”

Alistair stared at the faceless servant, perplexed. It was always the same one, same manner and greeting. He didn’t know why he’d thought it would be different this time; perhaps memory was at fault. He hated to have his advantage and momentum taken away so easily; now, suddenly, he was a supplicant to be ordered about, and there was nothing he could do about it. The Magister
 gritted his teeth and meekly followed the servant inside, trying to reign in his anger and hide his fear. There was a long hallway ahead of him, periodically lit by small blue flames that did nothing to pierce the darkness. He could feel his heartbeat increasing as his fear rose; he’d forgotten this hallway, with its dancing blue lights
The servant was a mere shapeless blob of white in the pitch black and Alistair struggled to keep up. Every three metres there was a small, brown door. They should, if the outside was any indication, open to nothing but the blank brick of the tower, but Alistair knew better; this entire building defied reason. Even as that thought passed through his mind, they crossed the point where Alistair knew the exterior building ended. The hallway gave no sign of stopping, however, and he shivered, suddenly doubtful. He He’d never been brought this far before, and with each step his anxiety grew. Surely there were other avenues he could have accessed before taking this drastic measure – but no, the City Guard were useless, common slackers, and the power of the crystals were negated by the dank, poisoned soil of the earth under which the creatures were hidden.
It was only here that he would find the power to know what had happened and, should the recalcitrant, cryptic Seer be willing, what would happen now. He had a team of men and Magisters sweeping the scene of the massacre for information, of course, but such investigations take time and the results thus far were few. The only news he had at the moment was that all were dead and one, the boy, was missing. If he was alive, then perhaps something of the situation could be salvaged. 
Alistair was brought out of his reverie by the sudden halt in movement ahead. He hadn’t noticed a door in quite some while, he realised now; he was in uncharted territory. Even as this dread thought hit
, he became aware of his laboured breathing. Sweat plastered his hair to his head, and the heavy material of his clothes stuck to his limbs.
“Well, boy?” he snapped. “What happens now?”

“I can go no further. Your path lies ahead and only you may tread it,” came the soft, calm reply. 
Alistair blinked. He was meant to go on alone? There were, he noticed, no more little blue flames ahead, only a wall of darkness. After a moment, he noticed the servant staring at him expectantly. Far be it for him to show fear to one so low, he thought furiously, straightening up. 
He marched forward into the darkness, alone. 

*

Minerva watched.

It was her sole occupation, dominating her every hour and every day. She stared out at the forest to the right and the twisted plains on the left; between them and the wall on which she stood was a vast veil, a mixture of the powerful magics employed by the Magisters and the deadly chemicals that had made the outside world too dangerous and volatile for occupation. She’d been standing statue still for the past seven hours and the strain was beginning to tell on her. Her usually hot blood and impulsive actions were reigned in by iron discipline.

Silverstream was not so restrained, and his large, furry body was pacing to and fro before her. She could feel his frustration pulsing through the bond between them, filling her with the need for action, for movement. Instead she admired the distinctive colour of his fur, for which he’d been named. He was a ferocious, powerful wolf, easily twice as large as any of the other Bonded. Her lips quirked as she thought of the surprise and no little jealousy with which she’d been received when she’d first shown up to the barracks, just a slip of a girl accompanied by a giant silver beast, one that moved with silent, deadly grace.
Of course, she was not so small now. Training for the elite Company of Wolves was intense, and over the years she had grown into a large, well-muscled warrior fit to match her companion. Too often, Minerva couldn’t help but feel that there’d been a mistake somewhere, a wrong decision made. She wasn’t meant to be here—she was meant for action. Unfortunately, this was the only option available to the Bonded, this watching and guarding of the Wall. 
“Will you not calm down?” she asked finally. “You’re making me agitated.”

She could have ordered him to sit and enforce her will on him as other Bonded were wont to do, but Minerva didn’t feel the need for such barbarism. 
Silverstream paused, cocking his head to the side. After a moment, he came forward and nosed her hand, whining gently. She caressed his large furry head, turning it toward her. Once, his eyes had been easy to see, small intensely dark pupils. Now and ever since the Bonding, they remained opaque orbs of shifting white and grey. She couldn’t help but miss them.

Minerva sighed. 

Just then, she felt Silver’s ears prick forward, his attention focus; she shifted, loosening her stance. The stiff leather of her armour creaked as she did so; she turned her sharpened vision to the stretch of wall on her right. 
At first she saw nothing, but soon thereafter she heard the steady clop-clop of booted feet and not long after that, the owner of those boots came into sight. It was her Pack Leader, Sevrant. He was tall, extremely athletic and good looking – worse, he was well aware of that, and so constantly wore an expression of smugness. 
It was not an appealing trait.
She straightened to attention as he and his companion, Bright Eyes, stopped before her.

“Sir, there is nothing to report, sir. All is quiet on this front,” she said.

“Relax, Minnie. Must you be so formal?” he said, sparkling eyes freely appreciating her supple body. 

She gritted her teeth. “I’ve asked you not to call me that, sir. You’re my Pack Leader.”

“Oh yes, I remember now. And what was I last week?”

She hadn’t meant to, of course, but her hot blooded nature had gotten the best of her. She was too primed for battle, too ready for action, so at the end of a day of nothingness she had remained strung up and tense. There had to be some outlet and she had found one that night – it had just been misfortune that he’d been the closest to her at the time.

“Respectively, a mistake, sir,” she said.

His eyes darkened, and she saw the flash of hurt in his eyes.
 Their companions stood a metre apart, eyeing each other with cool disdain. 
“I see. Carry on, then,” he said, stiffly. 

He turned on his heel and marched away.

*

  At first, there was complete nothingness and Alistair 
found himself overwhelmed with helplessness and fear. He felt disorientated and strange, as if he’d just crossed some boundary or portal. After a moment, he found his eyes adjusting to the dark, and eventually he realized that he stood on the edge of a precipice. He reeled backward, heart smashing against his ribs. He tried to get a grip, to breathe, and slowly, he began to calm down. It was, he could see now, not a precipice so much as a hole in the ground. Spiralling stairs led downward.
He was to go underground? He felt a sliver of unease coil in his gut; no one from above liked to venture there. It was, by and large, forbidden… but if this was the price he’d have to pay to get his answers, then pay it he would. 
He stepped down, placing both feet firmly on the first step. As soon as he had done so, there was a grinding, metallic noise and the stairs began to move. He yelped, startled, and flailed for balance as he was taken deep down into the depths. He had one last, desperate glance at the quickly fading square of light
, before it was lost to sight.
Alistair turned his attention ahead, determined not to be cowed. If only his enemies in the Magisterium could see him now, he thought with a sneer. How they would laugh, the mighty Alistair quaking in his boots. But then, they had never been brought to see the Oracle—for that was where he now suspected he was going. Nowhere had he read or heard tell of such a place as this even existing. It must be the resting place of the famed Oracle, leader of the Seers. A sense of pride puffed up his chest as he thought of this; not even his powerful father, Lord Rea, could claim such prestigious patronage. Now, at last, he would finally get some answers. 
The grating sound of metal machinery halted with a last guttural groan, and the stairs came to a halt. 
Before him, a long, white tunnel spread outward. Regular torches were spaced at precise intervals, but they gave off no smoke. 

“The Oracle will see you now, sir.”

Alistair jumped, his diamond suddenly sizzling with power as he saw the white clad servant bowing in the corner. 

“Fool! You nearly got yourself killed!” Alistair hissed.
“I am sorry for startling you, sir, but the Oracle awaits,” the servant said in the same, even tone. “You are to go on alone, always straight. Never deviate from the path.”
Alistair frowned, noting this last was not a request, but an order. He might have reacted differently in other circumstances, but he was out of his depth here and could risk nothing. He gave the slightest inclination of his head, then turned and stepped away. 
As he began to walk, the steady swish-swish of his cloak rustling behind him, he noticed that the walls on either side were covered in intricate carvings. It was a wide tunnel he was in, the white colour accentuating the spaciousness. He didn’t feel cloistered or claustrophobic at all, which was unexpected but pleasing. It allowed him time to focus on his surroundings. Alistair found that staring at the complicated whirls of the script made him dizzy, so instead he tried to just skim over the images. There were pictures of men fighting in great numbers and much bloodshed, oceans of it that spilled down beneath them; above them, winged creatures fought—angels or gryphons or he knew not what, but there was terrible slaughter done and bodies rained from the sky. 
Elsewhere, along the walls, he saw men with bright lights in their foreheads – the Magisters of yesteryear, he realised – holding tides of savage beasts at bay. He was creeping along now, his face inches from the wall, intently following the story—the history of mankind. Eventually, the terrible magics wreaked havoc upon man, demon and earth alike, but none were as devastated as the people. A whole section of wall was given over to depicting the gruesome deaths—one striking image burned itself in Alistair’s mind: it was a woman, rising desperately above the tumult, squealing baby held high as if to the heavens. 
He trailed a hand over her face briefly before moving on. So intent was he on following the trail, he didn’t realise he’d rounded a corner into a whole new avenue. The men with bright lights were fleeing, he saw now in dismay, a gaggle of helpless people flowing behind. A far greater number of demons and mutated things followed, getting smaller and smaller as they travelled over mountain and river, forest and plain. Eventually, they came to a cliff. Here they raised the first of the mighty protections that would enclose what was now the City. Alistair blinked, confused. Something had just flickered in his vision, breaking the reverie. He turned again to the mural, only to hear a noise, again; a faint skittering, and an odd rustling in the distance.
He squinted back at the picture, the fascinating history, so different from the official version he’d learned growing up, only to falter suddenly. Why did he need to squint? It was then he finally noticed the darkness – he could see faintly from the torches in the main tunnel, only a metre away, but elsewhere in this avenue, it was completely black. 
He swallowed noisily. What was it that servant had said? Stay on the main pathway, he’d been warned. Moments ago, he would have sworn that other paths hadn’t even existed, that the tunnel continued on, unbroken, but he knew otherwise now. Alistair became aware of his heavy breathing, of the weight of his robes, damp with sweat and slowly began to step backward.

Again, he heard the rustling and skittering. This time it didn’t abate, but rather increased in speed directly toward him. His eyes widened and his diamond sparked into life, blazing the hallway into stark relief. He heard a squeal, saw the speeding, giant spider come to a halt and back away, massive legs and pincers waving in the air. His heart nearly froze at the sight of its albino hide and more, at the other shapes bristling behind it. It hissed and he clenched his teeth, face beaded with sweat – enough was enough. A scintillating fork of lighting flew from his head, ripping through the spider, flinging it backward. Immediately, there was a commotion as other creatures rushed to feed on it. Alistair took his chance, turning to flee. The hallway, he saw now, was much farther away then he thought and seemed to be fading even as he watched.
Terrified, he sprinted for it. Behind him, the larger crush of spiders saw their prey escaping and flew after him – quite literally. Glancing back, he saw some of the giant creatures sailing in the air, webbed skin connecting their spindly legs together. He hastily threw some fireballs behind him, lighting the musty air and setting a few of the beasts alight. It was more for distraction, then anything else. On any other day, this might have been easy work for him, no matter the great number of creatures – but scared, unsure and already on the back foot as it was, he had no option but to flee. They were getting bold now, and they ran with incredible speed. The clear white light of the main tunnel was much closer now, but he wouldn’t make it in time. He had to do something.
Alistair stopped, turning around completely. He brought his hands together, then strung them apart quickly. A criss-crossing latticework of corrosive green light spread outward, hanging in the air. He couldn’t make it big enough, didn’t have time, but the majority of spiders flew at it, split apart into smoking fragments—yet those on the outer edges could and did squeeze through. 
It would have to be enough, as Alistair was already running again, so close to safety now. He was labouring to get there, lungs heaving, muscles straining, and the cost was both physical and mental. 
The hairs on the nape of his neck prickled and he sensed them getting closer. He flung himself around, letting loose a blast of power. The hairy ball only inches from his face exploded, covering him in ugly, sticky grey-black blood. The lance of power jettisoned out, killing those nearest but continuing on outward and gradually falling lower as Alistair lost focus. 
It hit the dirty, dusty white floor and the effect was instantaneous, creating a backlash that snapped Alistair off his feet and threw him backward, into oblivion.
Chapter 4

Mikhail was apprehensive. 

Being around Sunestraka, no matter how placid he acted, was more then enough. He was almost faint with fear at the thought that soon, he’d be surrounded by possibly hundreds of these creatures. Could he take that? Mikhail wasn’t sure. But were they so different? He was reminded then of his Examination. Every child of a certain age was examined by the Magisters for potential talent, and the day had come for the orphanage to be checked.

Mikhail had watched as boy after boy left the room, dejected and miserable. They were all wearing the same, uniform-grey shorts and shirt. The time soon came for Mikhail to stand outside the plain, small door, shaking and scared. 
A voice, stern and cold, came through the wood. “Next.”

He walked forward, taking a deep breath before opening the door. Seated at a plain table was a thin, bald man. An amethyst was lodged in his skull, glowing with a swirling light that covered the walls. In front of him lay three quartz crystals. Mikhail stood at the door, hesitant.

“Well, come on then, boy. We don’t have all day,” the Magister said.

Mikhail jumped, closing the door hurriedly and approaching the only other chair in the room. He sat opposite the man, trying not to fidget too much. The Magister watched him calmly with dark eyes sunk so deep in his face that they were almost lost. He looked like an eagle, Mikhail thought with an odd sense of calm. Perhaps thinking of him as Eagle-Man would help to ease the fear. 

“This won’t take long. What is your name?” Eagle-Man said, picking up a pen.

“Mikhail,” he said, watching as Eagle-Man
 noted it down.

“Very well, Mikhail. This is a very simple process. As you know, I shall search you for talent. The key to being a Magister lies not only in having the potential for power, but in being compatible with the crystals through which we focus our power,” Eagle-Man said. “I will conduct a series of tests with this range of generic crystals here. Unlike the purpose-made, specialised crystals we meld with, these are your garden-variety type.”  Eagle Man sniffed, picking up a quartz crystal.   
“If it should blink with light as I pass it before your head – a highly unlikely circumstance – then we shall have the barest indication of your potential.” He passed it slowly before Mikhail’s eyes; just as it crossed the centre of his forehead, Mikhail thought he heard a whisper, deep in his mind. He focused, trying to make out what it said, and as he did so a light sparked deep in the centre of the transparent crystal, blossoming into a blazing illumination. 
Eagle-Man cried out, dropping the crystal and covering his seared eyes with his hands. 
Mikhail couldn’t believe what was happening. His initial wave of fear was supplanted with another, stronger feeling, of power and exhilaration. 
The sweet sensation of strength and happiness was unknown to him, a troubled orphan child. The whisper he’d heard earlier was stronger now, almost a susurrus 
of words; it was then Mikhail realised he was connected to the crystal in a way he’d never felt before, not even with people. 
It was not to last long, however. Eagle-Man, blinking back tears mingled with blood, clamped his mind down on the link, severing boy and crystal. Mikhail gasped with pain as the brilliant crystal died back down into a dormant state. He could feel a deep headache building and groaned. 
“Impossible!” Eagle-Man whispered, not seeming too bothered with his injury. “Such power! It’s phenomenal!” He was staring at Mikhail almost hungrily and it was with shaking hands that he lifted the second and green crystal. He placed it before the bewildered and hurt Mikhail. “Place your hands on it,” he ordered.

Mikhail was breathing heavily, his head was pounding, and there was an odd roaring sound in his ears, so much so that he barely heard the Magister. He reached out a hand and laid it lightly on the chosen crystal. Eagle-Man’s hooked nose was almost on top of Mikhail’s hand, he was leaning in so close. At first there was nothing, and both Eagle-Man and Mikhail keenly felt the disappointment. Mikhail watched him sit back, frowning, but his attention was soon diverted. The green crystal beneath his hand began to tremble, and Mikhail felt, not a whisper like the previous time, but a physical sensation of something battering into his mind. He grimaced, clamping his hand down on the bucking stone. The mental battering continued and the crystal began to burn beneath his fingers, stress lines creeping into its structure. 
Using all of his strength, Mikhail tore his hand away just as the crystal exploded.
This effort proved to be too much for his inexperienced, newly exposed mind, and he reeled backward. The shards of exploded crystal remained hovering in the air, contained by the Magister. The room was spinning, the pulsing blue light becoming almost hypnotic. As the darkness closed in, Mikhail’s last memory was of Eagle-Man muttering something about incompatibility. His memories after that point were scant and fragmented; being escorted out of the building by the Magisters and their guards; hearing the whispers of his fellows; their mean stares...
“Always knew he was a freak…”

“…a monster….”

He remembered black marble, flashes of light and the feel of cold stone beneath his back. Two men were standing nearby, talking. It took him a moment to realise they were talking about him. 

“…most certainly a Wilder, sir,” Eagle-Man, or what sounded like him, said. Mikhail kept his eyes closed. He couldn’t hear everything, but he strained to focus over the pounding headache.

“… Still, he remains a liability. After a certain stage, there’ll be no controlling such power…”

“It’s monstrous, really…”

“The best option we have, however. We can use him in the sting; a child, bursting with potential, will be irresistible bait…yes, and should he not survive? Well, then we are still less one unpredictable potential rival. It’s a win-win situation…”
He’d received basic training before being thrown into a life and death situation. Little wonder he’d frozen, Mikhail thought bitterly now. He’d been cast out and as far as they were concerned, they were better off without him. He was better off here, monsters or not. Already, he had received better treatment. 
Mikhail shook himself out of reverie, realising he was staring at a bemused Sunestraka.

“Is anything the matter?” Sunestraka asked. “You’ve been staring at me for the past ten minutes.”

“Sorry, just thinking,” Mikhail said.

“About?”

“Me… this… us… I mean, can I really live amongst…” Mikhail trailed off, looking away.
“Monsters?” Sunestraka prodded, sighing as Mikhail nodded meekly. “You’ve been living amongst them your whole life, Mikhail. Not all of us are monsters, boy. Sometimes we kill to survive, sometimes we do ugly deeds, it’s true. But show me the society that doesn’t.”

Mikhail had his doubts, it was true. There was something in Sunestraka he found himself liking, though; there was strength and respect, the regard of equals, that Mikhail was warming to with every passing moment.

“So, you’re certain of this?”

Sunestraka snorted. “I didn’t say that. For now, though, you remain my responsibility – I can’t just let you go. As for the other denizens, yes, there’ll be a few who’ll try to eat you,” he said, not noticing Mikhail’s sudden blanch, “but they’d have to get through me first.”
“I’m not completely helpless, you know,” Mikhail said. He knew he was going to have to get used to the situation. After all, it wasn’t as if he had a choice.
“I know. All this talk of fighting reminds me—we must get going. If we are to attend the Meet, I must go prepared. And that means going home.”
“But you said…”

“It’s a risk that must be taken,” Sunestraka interrupted. “Without my weapons we are as good as dead anyway. There’s a difference between springing a trap unaware and going in prepared.”

The fierce warrior turned, motioning Mikhail to follow him. They walked out of the kitchen and back through the twisting collections of rooms. Eventually, they were walking through a hallway that came to a dead end. Set in the ground was the metal cover to a man hole. 
Sunestraka knelt, lifting it up as if it were made of paper and flinging it aside. He turned to his little friend.
“Are you ready?” he said.

“Not really,” Mikhail answered.

Sunestraka smiled and plunged down anyway.

“I just knew it wouldn’t matter,” Mikhail muttered, taking a deep breath. After a moment, he too descended into darkness. 
*

At first, he could make out nothing. It was completely black. Mikhail blinked rapidly, trying to adjust to the gloom. Immediately, he felt enclosed in much warmer air. After a moment of flailing about, the darkness began to lift. A soft, green glow was growing, spreading across the walls. As the light increased, Mikhail saw that the illumination was pulsing out of strange, circular shells on the wall. They were gnarled, spiky things, the top half of which clamped down on the lower. Out of the corner of his eye, Mikhail saw Sunestraka already moving away, but he couldn’t help but be fascinated with the source of the light.

He stepped closer to the wall, reaching out a hand tentatively. 

“Stop! Don’t touch them!” Sunestraka shouted, belatedly aware of his entranced charge. The warning came not a moment too soon. 
The shell nearest Mikhail’s hand sprang open, revealing thousands of cramped, pointed teeth. It hissed, straining to get at him. Mikhail leaped back, stunned and horrified. As soon as he did so, the creature clamped back down to its initial state of seeming-dormancy. Mikhail took deep breaths, noticing as he did so that the air was surprising clean despite the brown river of refuse. 
The path on which he stood was a few inches above it, highlighted by the creatures that lined both walls. Sunestraka came striding back to him, incredulous. 
“What are those things?” Mikhail asked, before Sunestraka could say anything.

“Those things could have killed you! It’s a wonder you’ve survived this long – Don’t. Touch. Anything.”  

Sunestraka whirled back around and stomped off. 

“It’s not my fault everything’s trying to kill me,” Mikhail muttered to himself, trailing the brooding warrior.  “So what are they?” he called out, still staring at the creatures in fascination. He jogged a little to catch up and hear the answer. 
There was a pause for a moment.
“No one really knows what they are really,” Sunestraka said. “They are called Eaters. When they sense the presence of life, they emit the glow you can see around us now, as a warning. They are actually quite beneficial to the Underground; they act as filters for the bad air.”

“So that’s why it doesn’t smell?”

“Indeed.”

“Have they always been here?”
“As long as I can remember,” Sunestraka said, turning the corner into a new, broad alley. It, too, began to glow as they walked down it. Mikhail tried to reign in his natural curiosity, but it was hard. He was in a whole new world and it was only metres below the one he’d lived in his whole life. Even had he listened in his lessons, he’d not have learned much about the Underground. All they were told was that it was evil, full of monsters, and had to be destroyed. Thinking of the orphanage and the lessons they’d learned reminded him of something else.
“What is it you do, Sunestraka?”

Sunestraka stared at him for a moment. “Do?” he said.

“You know, like a job?” Mikhail said. In the orphanage, that one thing had been hammered home almost more then any other—the need to get a job and contribute to the Council’s continued attempts to keep society well and functioning. 
“I do…” Sunestraka looked a bit lost. “Stuff. I roam the streets at night, I… try to remember. I fight, most of all. Sometimes I am paid for it.”

Mikhail immediately latched onto that thought. “Like a bodyguard? An assassin?” His mind raced. This was the most exciting thing yet, by far. “Can you teach me to fight?”

Sunestraka stopped suddenly and Mikhail found himself metres ahead, alone. There was silence between them, aside from the slow gurgle of the river.
“That depends. Can you learn to kill?” Sunestraka said finally, tawny eyes flashing fiercely.
Chapter 5

There was pain. With awareness of the pain came memory and consciousness; groaning, Alistair opened his eyes. Swirling white surrounded him as he blinked rapidly, trying to think past his pounding headache. His body was bruised and aching. Nearby, he heard an awful, familiar, skittering, rustling sound; he near flew off the ground, jerking himself backward. There was the passageway, and crammed up near the opening, as if pressed against an invisible barrier, were thousands of the giant albino spiders, fangs extended and gleaming.

The impact of the backlash had thrown him out into safety, he realised. It had been stupid of him to not consider the enchantments and protections that must be layered throughout this cursed place. Alistair rolled his shoulders, closing his eyes in an attempt to hold back the pounding waves pain. The light was too strong. 
Hearing an odd tinkling noise, he opened his eyes once more. The tiles, part of the intricate mosaic that had caused so much trouble, were flipping over in a cascade of sound. Alistair was left alone in the tunnel, on his hands and knees, with no evidence remaining of what had happened.
The tunnel continued on from where it had begun, all the way down, unbroken. There was no sign of the side passage or the albino spiders. Alistair’s muscles were trembling with exhaustion, but he had an appointment to keep and damned if he’d miss it. His career depended on his fixing this mess. As he staggered into an upright position, he was startled by a soft voice.
“Sir, the oracle is waiting.” It was the servant, ever clothed in white. This time his voice was layered with menace, and though it came from someone below his station, Alistair found himself shivering. 
He realised he didn’t want to turn around, and his lip curled. To think that he, mighty Magister that he was, could be so shaken by recent events, by this cursed place, that he was now a-feared of a mere servant. He whirled around, prepared to assert his authority and only just managed to stifle an instinctive recoil. His muscles clenched, mind blanked. The servant’s eyes were burning white orbs; lines of text scrolled across the surface as his lips trembled mid-snarl.
“Go!” the servant screamed, grabbing the startled Magister and throwing him down the hall like a rag doll. Alistair slammed into the ground, bouncing on already bruised ribs. He groaned. He’d never experienced so much pain and fear in the one night. For a moment, he actually questioned whether he should go on, whether it was that important after all. 
He realised he’d come this far, though, and to go back now would be foolish. Besides, if he was honest with himself, the thing that scared him most was the fear that he wouldn’t be allowed to leave. There was a reason this was a hated place, feared by all and sundry; he knew firsthand the horrors it could offer.
Not wanting to delay any further, he scrambled to his feet and hurried down the hall, not glancing back even once. Alistair could see a doorway up ahead—little more then a gaping hole in the wall, really, but he was glad to see it nonetheless. He increased his pace, stumbling slightly in his haste and exhaustion. Alistair tried to pull himself together, to wear his usual air of cool disdain and majesty, but found that he simply couldn’t muster the strength. His defences were shot; it was all he could do to go on. 
So it was that he found himself outside the entrance to the Oracle’s private domain, not as a powerful entity in his own right – a Diamond-ranked Magister – but as a supplicant, the same as any other.

Alistair hesitated outside the gaping hole, unsure of what he would face next but sure it would not be pleasant. He hadn’t made it this far by hesitating, he thought, and with that stepped over the threshold. 

* 

Mikhail found himself trembling beneath that iron gaze. 
The words echoed in his mind. ‘Can you learn to kill?’  
He thought about it for a moment. Mikhail tried to imagine someone he could kill, someone who had wronged him. Plenty of people came to mind; all of the hateful bullies at the orphanage, constantly teasing him, the spiteful teachers and his parents, whoever they were, for leaving him as they did. Lastly, and with far more heat, he thought of the Magisters and the way they had treated him. 
The answer to the question was yes, he realised. He could, and what’s more, the thought of doing something actively, of taking his own destiny into his hands, was more then pleasing. Sunestraka was still watching him, no doubt wondering what was taking so long. Staring at Sunestraka, Mikhail realised something else. 

“It doesn’t matter whether I think I can or not – I have to, in order to survive here,” he said.

“Ah,” Sunestraka said, looking pleased. “There is some hope for you yet.” 

Mikhail grinned. It was an odd reaction, given the circumstance, but he was just happy to have been right about something. Sunestraka quickly wiped the smile off Mikhail’s face with his next words.
“Don’t look so happy. It won’t be that easy,” he said, striding off into the bluish gloom. 
Mikhail quickly trotted after him, calling out as he did so.
“Is that a yes? Will you train me?”
“I certainly don’t plan on looking after you forever,” Sunestraka remarked casually, not noticing the crestfallen look on Mikhail’s face. 
What did that mean? Mikhail wondered, Is he going to leave me? He’d thought they could stay together and he’d be able to help Sunestraka with things—but then, having seen Sunestraka fight, he knew Sunestraka didn’t actually need it. But maybe that was it? Perhaps Sunestraka didn’t think he needed help or that there was anyone good enough to assist him. All I have to do, Mikhail thought smugly, is become good enough to prove him wrong. 

So yeah! Overall, rather enjoyable. 
Alright, that’s a bit of an understatement… I really liked this, honestly. You’ve done a great job of creating a world and culture(s) unique unto themselves, yet I didn’t really feel like you were just throwing information at me as is often the wont of young writers. It was a fun read overall.

So—the setting: as I said, well done, well developed, /praise—very few issues there that jump out at me, save the one I pointed out in a comment about the tiny house suddenly undergoing a transformation. 
Characters:
Sunestraka—love him. Likeable despite his somewhat cold-blooded behaviour, perhaps even because of it from my point of view, and even relatable—though that’s probably not something you’ll hear from most of your readers =P

Mikhail—also well done, though he seems to bounce between personalities a bit. For example, he’s all whimpery fear and cowering in the beginning, but then there’s that random mention of quote “reveal[ing] his true strength and ability.” That seems to be a bit uncharacteristic, and while I realize it’s a reference to the info we get later, it sticks out as a bit… cliché, really. Then also we see him as this cheerful, too-talkative kid who (unimaginably, based on his personality) oddly enough has been poorly treated and shunned for much of his life. Shortly afterward, he’s coming to the conclusion that he can freely kill. 
Basically, you just need to smooth the character of this guy out a bit—like, say, you seem to have been developing it as you wrote it without knowing ahead of time exactly how he was going to turn out; now you do know, however, and you can go back and add or delete bits of him and his interactions. 
Alistair—one of those guys you love to hate, arrogant and annoying, and so very entertaining to watch him get his ass more or less handed to him. XD I expect we’ll see more of why his character becomes important later on, but for now he seems to serve only as a bit of a hint of things to come and things gone before—not a bad thing, but we need to know what he’s for quite soon here. 
Minerva—same as above. You’ve only had one scene with her—an interesting one—so I don’t blame you at all for the lack of relevance. I suppose it’s too early on at the moment to give you helpful critique on the development of most characters, but hey, what the hell =P 

All the side characters don’t need to be touched on, so whatever XD 
Scenes:
Not much to say here because I already went through the whole thing once and don’t desire to do so again =P the one thing I’d warn you about is your action scenes—be very careful with those, as it starts to sound like a bad anime if you rap out action after action, especially with the generic sentence format of “he tried this, but then that person did this, and desperately he had to do this” and etc, so on and so forth. Pet peeve of mine lol 

Your writing style is engaging and shows definite talkent, though as you may have noticed I found myself tweaking your sentences a bit—in some places to improve flow, in others to improve clarity, and so on, but I was most definitely not twitching in pain as I went through it (and yes, I sometimes do that). Essentially, my tweaks aren’t the result of glaring errors on your part but merely of my own perfectionism. Punctuation-wise, quite solid, though you have some semicolon and comma errors—so watch out for those. 

As an entertaining side note, I stopped changing your dashes for the most part when I saw your spelling of “metre” and thought that perhaps, as with certain other things, the punctuation rules applying to dashes may be slightly different than those of us who spell it ‘meter’ XD

So basically, if I dinged you on anything that you know to be technically correct, it isn’t my fault—but when it comes to semicolons, I am never wrong! Muhahahaa….

Ahem. Anyway. Like I said, overall a really good read. PM me when you get more of this done, assuming you aren’t sick of me already =P
  H
�work the description into narration a bit more


�without this I no longer had the picture of them staring at each other


�with a massive titanium door? O.o


If the door is outside the dwelling, I suggest mentioning that the screech was heard from outside or something


�Look at this…


�…with this. Try “taken” for this second ‘brought.’


�I hate the word ‘quipped’ =P it’s easy to use poorly and difficult to use well


�If he knows which one—and he should, as the voices are pretty distinct from each other—I’d say which. 


�Otherwise we think he’s getting up and moving, which confused me—I thought it was awfully lively and cheerful-sounding an action for the situation until I read further and saw him slowly sitting up.


�Haha love that =D


�It doesn’t seem like he’d be surprised to hear that, given that seems to be what he’s been taught all his life; rather, it would be hearing it admitted so matter-of-factly


�Before, you described him as being in a modest dwelling with few rooms and fewer furnishings, and this place is starting to sound rather huge… 


�Repetitive as it was before


�“Alistair” felt too repetitive =P


�Too similar to what you said earlier about the thought of the building’s exterior.  I vote cut it completely and do a line break or sumthin. 


�Deleted because there seemed to be too many reactions for such a small moment, and the two simply didn’t flow together.


�‘felt’ was repetitive with the next sentence


�We were told there was no light above—that the blue torches cast little to no light and that he had walking in the darkness for a while.


�Need to be consistent with the hyphens here =D


�Hmm… not sure this is exactly what you mean here, but just ignore me if I’m wrong :P I’d consider rephrasing, though, considering it does stick out as a bit of an odd description for that situation





