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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Lance could feel the pulse of the shadow magic in the amulet, threatening to overwhelm him as he lay there in the dark. 

Shadows were rearing up around him, weaving around like snakes ready to strike. He groaned and reached out with his gift for shadows, pulling them back towards him, forcing them back into the amulet he wore.

He sat up, trying to get a sense of where he was. There was sticky ichor on his dark hair, but Lance suspected that it wasn't his blood, that it instead came from the plant monster he and the others had fought just a short time before...

The others, where were the others?

Lance looked around, and his command over the shadows let him see through the dark with ease. He saw the remains of the plant monster that they'd fought lying in the middle of the cavern in which Lance now stood. Justin was lying there atop it, his blond hair tangled in some of the thing’s thorns, several minor scrapes on his skin. 

He groaned and sat up even as Lance watched, the movement filling Lance with relief that his friend wasn’t dead. 

A glow sprang up in the cave. It turned out to be Dorian, approaching with a stone enchanted with the small magic in his hand. Lance had been the one to enchant that stone, and now it cast a soft glow over the cavern they were in. Dorian must have recovered from the fall faster than either of them.

Lance breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Dorian and Justin were alive. They had been traveling together for... Lance wasn't even sure how long it was now, only that there was no one else down in this underground kingdom of horrors he could truly trust. Even Kael, the creature who had helped Lance to learn more about controlling shadows, was acting in his own interests, trying to usurp King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath's throne.

Dorian approached Lance and Justin, concern etched on his face as he looked them over for injuries. "Are you okay?" he asked, his voice laced with worry.

Lance nodded, still feeling the weight of the shadow magic in his amulet. "I'm fine," he said, though he knew Dorian wouldn't believe him. "What about you?"

Once, Dorian had been his rival. He'd made it clear that he despised the fact that Lance had started life as a commoner rather than someone noble born like him and Justin. Dorian had hated the fact that Princess Meredith had shown an interest in Lance, not in Dorian. 

Now, after traveling through the Kingdom Beneath, Lance wanted to believe that the two of them were at least allies, if not friends. 

Dorian shrugged off the question. "It will take more than a little drop to hurt me, commoner. Are you okay?" Dorian asked Justin, helping him up from the decaying plant monster. It seemed that Lance had thought too soon.

"Yes, just a few scratches," Justin responded, wincing as he tried to brush off the thorns still stuck in his hair.

"I don't remember it as a little fall," Lance said. They'd been fighting the plant monster when it had seized them, holding them over a pit leading down to an unknown doom far below. The three of them had managed to slay it, Lance finally tearing it apart with darts made of solid shadow, but that had led to them tumbling into the pit.

Dorian shrugged. "I think it was more of a chute than a straight drop, and in any case, the plant thing broke our fall."

He said it as if it didn't matter. Was that just a brave face he was putting on, not wanting to show any weakness in front of Lance? Or had he truly become braver in their travels, so that he was no longer the boy who had to be forced forward by the other knights in their party? Lance wasn’t sure. He only knew that he had been terrified in those last moments, sure that he and his friends would die. 

Somehow, they'd managed to survive, and Lance felt more relief than he'd imagined possible at that fact. 

Lance looked around, his eyes still adjusting to the light. The cave was filled with strange rock formations and tunnels leading off in different directions.

"Where do you think we are?" Justin asked. 

That was an important question. Lance concentrated, looking around for anything that might help them to navigate. There was nothing. The Kingdom Beneath was a giant maze of tunnels and caverns, so that it was impossible to tell for sure where they were without more information. 

"I'm not sure," he said finally. "But I have a feeling that we're deeper in the Kingdom Beneath than we've ever been before."

Dorian frowned. "And that's not good, is it?"

"No, it's not," Lance said. "My guess is that the lower levels will be, if anything, even more dangerous than the ones above."

"It's good in one way," Justin pointed out, sounding more cheerful than he should have at the prospect. 

"What's that?" Dorian asked. "What's good about 'more dangerous'?"

"Aleta said that the way to Zander's castle was to go down and keep going down," Justin pointed out. 

"That's true," Lance said, feeling a glimmer of hope as he realized the truth of Justin’s words. "We're definitely going deeper, and we might be getting closer to our goal. If we're going to rescue Meredith, this drop might have helped us to get to her faster."

"And when we do?" Dorian countered. "I can't imagine that the king of this place is just going to give the princess back."

Lance nodded in agreement. "No, he won't. But we won't give him a choice."

"And fight against whatever army of monsters he has down here?" Dorian said. “That plan monster nearly killed us.”

"We have to try. Meredith is depending on us."

Dorian sighed, looking around at their surroundings. "Alright then. Let's keep moving. We don't want to be caught off guard by any more surprises."

They set off down one of the tunnels, the glow from Dorian's enchanted stone casting flickering shadows on the rough walls. Lance led the way, his senses on high alert for any danger. The tunnel twisted and turned, branching seemingly at random. 

Soon, they didn't need the light of the stone. Weird fungi grew down here, glowing enough that they could see their way if they were careful. They grew in clusters, giant mushrooms glowing with a light that made them look like some kind of underground sea creature.

"They're the same fungi that were there above," Lance said. That gave him an idea. "Aleta and Kael both said that Meredith is changing things down here with her gift."

"So?" Dorian asked. 

"So, the effect will be greater the closer we get to her, won't it?" Lance suggested. He could feel his own gift. There were limits to how it could reach out. It was stronger, the closer to him he worked it. Wouldn't the same be true for Meredith?

"Which means that if we look for more and more plants, we'll be able to get closer to her?" Justin guessed. 

Lance nodded. "I hope so."

As they continued down the tunnel, they noticed that the fungi became more and more abundant. The walls were covered in vibrant green moss, and the ground was dotted with colorful flowers. The air was thick with the scent of earth and vegetation. Where there were branches in the tunnels, the three of them picked the one with the most plants, using the glowing fungi like a shining path heading towards Meredith. 

They rounded a bend in the tunnel and came upon a cavern filled with plant life. Flowers bloomed in every color imaginable, and vines snaked along the walls, creating an almost otherworldly atmosphere.

"Wow," Justin breathed. "This is amazing."

"It's also probably a trap," Dorian muttered. "Keep your weapons at the ready."

Lance nodded in agreement, the three of them moving quickly and quietly across the cavern. Lance was ready to throw his shadows around the three of them defensively at a moment's notice. 

They made it across the room. There was a crack in the cavern wall there, the fissure caused by one of the plants growing through it. Lance looked through it...

…and saw a shining cavern spread out below them, vast and glittering with light. The walls were reflective crystal, taking and amplifying the glow of the fungi now growing there, as well as a couple of torches. That glow illuminated a castle, somehow, impossibly built there within the vastness of the cavern. It had spires and turrets, spikes sticking out from the walls, and a great drawbridge leading from the outer part of the cavern to a spur of rock on which it sat. Vegetation covered almost all of it; that was definitely where Meredith was.

Lance took a moment or two to simply stare at it in astonishment. It was unlike anything he had ever seen before. The castle was grand and beautiful, and yet there was something ominous about it. The very fact that someone had built it, rather than simply fortifying a section of tunnels, spoke of a need to evoke fear and grandeur on the part of the builder, a need to proclaim the ease with which he could control the stones themselves. Lance felt a chill run down his spine, wondering what kind of horrors awaited them inside.

"We're close," Lance whispered to the others. "That must be Zander's castle."

Dorian and Justin peered through the crack in the wall, their eyes widening in amazement at the sight of the castle as they looked.

"It's incredible," Justin whispered. "But how do we get down there?" 

That was the question that mattered now. They were close, but they couldn’t simply drop down into the cavern; they would need to find another way. 

There had to be a way down to it through the tunnels, though. Lance would find it, he had to. Meredith was in there somewhere, and he was determined to save her, whatever it took.
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CHAPTER TWO

 

 

It was, King Aldus IV decided as he looked out towards the armies of his enemies, going to take a miracle to save Destarra. 

He stood atop his castle's walls, leaning on the sword he used for a crutch, wearing armor encrusted with the runes of the small magic. Thanks to his injuries, it was exhausting wearing it, but Aldus knew that he had to be seen like that by his people. They had to see him standing strong, ready for any fight that came his way. 

What would they see, though, any of his people who looked up at him there on the wall? Once, he had been a tall, imposing figure, the very image of strength and vitality. Once, he had been a king to be admired, perhaps even feared by Lytos’ foes. Now, he was a shadow of his former self. They would see a broken man, barely holding himself together, struggling to keep up appearances. It was a far cry from the image he wanted to present. 

His hair was greying with age, his once powerful frame damaged by the tree that had fallen on him weeks ago now so that every movement brought pain with it. Worse, the worries of the kingdom felt like a crushing weight on Aldus' shoulders. 

The most obvious problem was the army that surrounded the city, laying siege to it. The barbarians of the Janden formed most of that force, under their cruel chief, Tak. They encircled the city in a great horde, hide clad barbarians clustered around their fires, their horses corralled, ready to let them ride out in pursuit of anyone who tried to flee the city. 

There were the banners of rebellious lords nearby, suborned by the traitor, Lord Antonio, who even now sat in Aldus' dungeon, probably waiting for the moment when his allies would take the city and rescue him. Antonio had tried to assassinate Aldus, and his followers had tried to repeat the attempt. Worse, the man seemed to be in league with Zander, the dark king of the Kingdom Beneath, who had stolen away Aldus' daughter, Meredith.

Finally, there were the mercenaries, tough men of the city-states of the south, past the wild lands where the Janden lived. Aldus had hoped to hire them to defend his lands, but Antonio had gotten to them first. Now, his kingdom faced three groups of foes at once.

Aldus knew that they wouldn't give up until they had taken the city, and that thought left him sleepless most nights. So did the thought of what the Janden might do if they ever took the city. Barbarians like them would not be gentle with the inhabitants. 

But, as dangerous as it was, the siege was only the beginning of his problems.

The whispers of rebellion were growing louder every day. His people were tired of the constant war and the lack of food that came with it. Already, a group of malcontents within the city had tried to breach the walls and kill Aldus. Only the swift actions of the newly knighted Sir Polk, accompanied improbably by the Janden Safek and the thief Thea, had saved Aldus from certain death. 

He hoped that he'd done the right thing, sending the three of them to seek the aid of the wild-kin. He didn't even know if their strange little group had made it safely beyond the city, and now, he was hoping that they would be able to persuade an ancient and reclusive people to come to Lytos' aid. For all he knew, all three had already been killed by the Janden simply for trying to leave.

As Aldus scanned the horizon, he couldn't help but feel a sense of hopelessness wash over him. His kingdom was crumbling beneath him, and he didn't know how much longer it could hold out against the forces arrayed against it. Even the skies of the kingdom were under siege, covered by Zander's lingering shadows, rendering even the day a kind of perpetual half-light as the rays of the sun struggled to break through. Under those shadows, crops had withered and the days were growing colder, the kingdom slowly dying as its great foe's magic crushed the life from it.

That wasn’t just down to the shadows, though. The absence of his daughter Meredith was a part of it too, her magic caught up in the very life of the kingdom. 

Aldus sighed and headed back into the castle to meet with his guards and advisors in the great hall. He limped through the castle, leaning on his sword, determined not to show just how weak he was. 

As he entered the great hall, Aldus could feel the weight of the room's gaze upon him. It seemed as if every pair of eyes in the room flicked towards him, assessing his every movement. He could see the worry etched on the faces of his advisors, but he wouldn't let that sway him. He had to be strong for the sake of his people.

He forced his way over to the throne, sitting there with his sword across his knees. On another day, it would have made him look every inch the warrior king. Now, Aldus suspected that he just looked tired. 

"Your Majesty," one of the older advisors spoke up, "what is your plan for ending this siege?"

Aldus took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts. After all the betrayals of the last few weeks, his first thought was to wonder which of the people in that room might be traitors, which might have decided to throw in their lot with Lord Antonio. That was one of the hardest parts of the last few weeks: events had shown Aldus again and again how easily he might be betrayed. 

Aldus’ eyes flickered around the room, taking in the faces of his most trusted advisors. He knew each of them by name - their strengths, their weaknesses, and how they would react under pressure. He could see the fear in their eyes, the same fear that he felt within himself. 

"What would you have me say, Lord Mills?" Aldus asked. "We have two options if we wish to break this siege. We can either fight or negotiate."

There were murmurs of agreement and disagreement.

"And neither of those options is good," Aldus went on. "If we give battle like this... well, you have seen the numbers of the Janden. The only reason they do not assault our walls is because their chief knows that they are not as skilled in siege combat as in sweeping, open battle."

"And if we talk to them?" a noble, Lady Villis, asked. 

"They will accept nothing less than total surrender," Aldus said. "They will demand that we open the gates, then sweep in to loot and ravage as they wish. I will not see my people enslaved by them, all of you slaughtered for their amusement. I will not."

He slammed his fist down on the arm of his throne. Once, he could have done that hard enough to crack the wood. Now, it barely caught his nobles' attention. 

“Your Majesty,” one of his advisors spoke up, breaking the heavy silence that hung in the air. “The food supplies are running low. The people are growing restless. They’re becoming desperate.” 

"Do you think I don't know that?" Aldus shot back with more force than he intended, anger filling his voice. He knew the troubles his people were facing. What he didn't know was how to save them. He would have given anything right then to be able to help them.

Right then, the priority was finding a way to defeat the Janden. To do that, Aldus and his people needed allies. He'd pinned so much hope on Sir Polk and his unlikely friends, not so much because they were the best for the task as simply because Polk was the only one Aldus could truly trust in all of this. They’d saved Aldus’ life from the last attempt to kill him. 

Now, Aldus had to hope that trust wasn't misplaced. When the only plan was to sit there and endure the siege until they returned, he was putting a lot of faith in people who might already be dead, for all he knew. Certainly, there had been no word from the three of them to suggest that they had made any progress in their quest.

"Your majesty, come quickly!" a servant called, rushing into the great hall. 

"What is it?" Aldus demanded. "Have the Janden breached the gates?" 

"No, your majesty. It... it's snowing."

Ordinarily, such a simple thing would have seemed like nothing compared to the danger of the siege. Now, that barely seemed possible, when just a couple of weeks before it had been early summer. Aldus led the way out into the castle's courtyard, wanting to see the truth of it for himself. His nobles followed him, either because they wanted to stay near their king, or because they didn't quite believe it either. 

Sure enough, though, snow was falling. The snowflakes were drifting down soundlessly, swirling on the breeze, some of them catching on the edge of the castle’s battlements and some of them catching on the tips of the nobles' fine robes, all of them melting into the ground. It was unexpectedly warm for snow. The snowflakes melted once they landed on Aldus’s skin, but they still had the feel of snow, cold and powdery, snowflakes tumbling from the shadowed skies.

"What does this mean?" the servant asked.

"It means nothing," Aldus said, but that was a lie. He knew what it meant. The shadows had come when Zander first kidnapped his daughter, Meredith. The plants of the kingdom had started to wither the longer she was away. This... this meant that she was further away from him than ever. 

Perhaps she was no longer even alive in this world.

Aldus had no solution to it. He had sent fifty knights to recover his daughter. If they hadn't returned with her yet, it might mean that they were still searching, but it might just as easily mean that they had all perished. 

And the snow... did that mean that Meredith was truly lost to him?
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CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Meredith sat in her room, eating more of the poisonous mushroom that grew beneath her bed and contemplating the creature she had killed, only too recently. 

It occurred to her that she should have felt horror at the thought of killing anything, even the monster that Baruth had been. It didn't matter that he'd been trying to hurt Meredith at the time, or that he'd slain one of the only creatures down here Meredith cared about. What mattered was that Meredith had killed him with her gifts, wrapping him in poisoned vines, filling his strange double being with fungal spores. 

He'd been set over Meredith as her guard, the creature split between two halves, one that of a shadowy human, the other utterly monstrous, made more hideous by the plants that Zander had fed it, plants that only grew in the Kingdom Beneath now that Meredith was there. He'd been powerful and deadly, and Meredith had killed him.

And Meredith felt nothing. No hint of guilt, none of the grief or conflict that might have been there normally. She seemed to float beyond the feelings that she should have had, the horror and the remorse, the sense of it all being wrong. 

Meredith knew that she should have felt something, anything, but it was as though her emotions had been severed from her. Or perhaps as though she floated beyond them, unable to reach down for them. Perhaps it was the result of the mushrooms that she'd been eating, the poisonous ones that Zander had fed her, but which seemed to increase her powers, or maybe it was simply the fact that she had been down there, in the Kingdom Beneath the surface, for too long.

Perhaps she was becoming a thing more suited to this strange, deadly place.

Meredith stood up, feeling the weight of her decision as her thoughts drifted to her father, Aldus. She knew that he was looking for her, but she had no way of communicating with him. No way of even letting him know that she still lived. She was trapped, alone, and without a way out.

She roamed the halls of Zander’s castle, her footsteps echoing in the emptiness. Occasionally, she passed the creatures of the Kingdom Beneath there: the twisted goblin-kin, the strange, almost ethereal whisperlings, the dwarves, the slime folk, and even stranger things. Meredith was no longer even repulsed by them, the way she had been at first. She didn’t feel the same wash of terror any time one of them came close. 

What did they see when they looked at her? Outwardly, Meredith probably looked mostly the same as she had when she'd been back home in the world above. She had the same deep red hair, the same green eyes, the same delicate features. Yet there were differences, too. Her skin was paler now, almost translucent. The dark dress she was wearing was like nothing she would have worn at her father's court, laced tightly at the waist and slit high along one side. The creatures Meredith passed gave her wary looks, as if recognizing something dangerous in her. 

Meredith certainly felt dangerous. She felt filled with the poison of the mushrooms, the poison that Zander said would have been lethal to her when she first came there. It felt as though she were drifting in an ocean of that poison, as if whoever she had been before were slowly drifting away into the vast sea of it. 

Nothing seemed to matter to Meredith, then. Not the fact that she was changing into someone, something different. Not the fact that she'd killed Baruth. The only thing that really mattered was finding a way to escape Zander's kingdom. 

Meredith still wasn't entirely sure why she hadn't run after she'd killed Baruth. They'd been in the caves beyond the castle. They'd been alone. In theory, it would have been easy to slip away into the rest of the Kingdom Beneath. 

But something had held her back. Maybe it was the fear of what lay beyond the caves. Maybe it was the fear of never being able to find her way back home. Or maybe it was the fear of being hunted down and killed for what she'd done. 

Yet Meredith didn't feel fear, not really, or if she did, it was buried under everything else. Instead, she seemed to be able to consider the practicalities of escape in an almost detached way. 

Meredith knew that she had to find a way out. She couldn't stay there forever, slowly being consumed by the poison and the darkness. She had to go back to her father, to her home, to the light. To do that, though, she would need to prevent Zander from following her, from hunting her through the tunnels of his kingdom. 

She would need to kill him. 

That thought was enough to pierce through the veil that the mushrooms seemed to have built up inside her. Meredith knew that killing Zander wouldn't be easy. He was powerful, cunning, and she had seen firsthand the horrors he was capable of. She wasn't sure if she had it in her to take his life like that, either, in cold blood. 

It didn't matter that he had kept her here as a prisoner now for what felt like forever. It didn't matter that Meredith had overheard him planning to use creatures twisted by the plants she'd grown to invade the world above. Even so, trying to kill Zander felt like too much. Too dangerous, too horrifying, too difficult to contemplate. 

Meredith kept wandering the halls of the castle. A humanoid creature came up to her. The monster had a translucent look about it, as if it were made of dense smoke. It had mannequin-like hands with writhing worms instead of fingers and bore rows of needle-like teeth.

"King Zander requires you in the throne room," the creature said. Its voice was rasping and cruel, yet Meredith could hear a hint of wariness there, as if it were afraid of her and not the other way around. 

Meredith considered saying no, but she suspected that she didn't have much of a choice. If she headed back to her rooms, Zander would only have her dragged before him, might even do it himself using his control over stone.

"I will go there at once," Meredith promised.

The creature walked away from Meredith, not escorting her, but heading in another direction, as if it didn't want to risk being too close to her for too long. 

Meredith had wandered the castle enough times now to know her way to the throne room. A pair of huge goblin-kin stood beside the doors, armed and armored, twisted by the mushrooms they'd eaten into something even more savage. They stepped back smoothly to let Meredith pass, and she stepped into the throne room.

Zander was seated upon the throne at the far end of the room, his eyes glinting with amusement. He was dressed all in black, as usual, his silver blonde hair falling down to his shoulders, his darkly shadowed eyes tracking Meredith's every move. Meredith had grown used to his presence, or as used to it as one could get when held captive by a powerful sorcerer king. 

"I see you've finally decided to join us," Zander said, his voice laced with a sort of arrogant amusement. "Come forward, Meredith."

There was a clear path to the throne along a deep black and silver carpet. The creatures of Zander's kingdom stood to either side of it, some looking at Meredith hungrily, some looking almost scared of her. 

Meredith didn't reply, instead keeping a neutral expression on her face as she approached him.

"You look more lovely than ever," Zander said. It was always strange, with Zander. Sometimes, he seemed as though he wished to seduce Meredith. Others, he was callous and cold for no reason. It was obvious to Meredith by now that he mostly wanted to use her for the power she possessed, but there was still a part of her that wondered if it was more than that.

"You sent for me?" Meredith asked. She didn't curtsy, as she should have, before a king. Zander was her captor, not her ruler. 

"Where is Baruth?" Zander asked. “He seems to be missing, and he should be guarding you. I had thought, if I sent for you, that he would be here with you.”

Meredith's first instinct was to claim the credit for what she'd done, to tell Zander that she'd killed Baruth with her gift in order to try to get him to fear her. Her second instinct was to rush forward and kill him right where he stood.

She didn't, though. She kept control of herself. For now, it was better if Zander didn't know what she'd done. 

"I haven't seen him," Meredith replied smoothly. "Why do you ask?"

Zander leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. "He should be watching you."

"But he isn't," Meredith replied. "I'd hoped that you'd decided to remove him as my guard."

She couldn't let Zander know the truth, couldn't let him suspect anything.

"Why would I do that?" Zander asked. "When you still need protection?"

"I can protect myself," Meredith said. 

Zander shook his head. "Even so, I will not have you in danger. You must be kept safe. I think, until we find Baruth to guard you again, you should remain within the castle."

Meredith swallowed back her anger at that. Instead, she nodded. "If you wish."

"I do. It is important that you are kept safe here," Zander said. "Of course, if anything has happened to Baruth, I will personally track down the one responsible and see that they face every punishment my kingdom has to offer."

There were many of those. So many of the levels were cruel places, given over to almost unimaginable tortures. Was Zander threatening her?

It didn't matter. For now, it seemed that he didn't suspect what Meredith had done. No one had found Baruth's body yet. For as long as they didn't, Meredith had time. 

Time to find a way to kill Zander.
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CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

"We're not going fast enough," Thea said, as she and the others rode westward. 

"Are you so eager now to get to the kingdom of the wild-kin?" Safek asked. 

"Or maybe I'm just trying to get as far away as possible from a horde of your people who would happily either kill me or take me as a slave," Thea snapped back. 

The ride away from Destarra had not put her in a good mood. A part of that was that they'd had to ride at a full gallop almost to the point where the horses dropped, just to make sure that they were away from any pursuers. Another part of it was the nagging feeling that she should be trying to flee the kingdom rather than save it. She was a thief, after all, not a hero. 

At least some of it was the company. 

Polk, or Sir Polk, or whatever he was called, sat atop one of their stolen horses like a sack of potatoes. He was a little shorter than most men, with dun brown hair and square features. He wore a knight's armor under a grey cloak and carried a sword at his side. 

Safek was taller and heavily muscled, dressed in the scale armor of the Janden, a bow across his back and a curved blade at his side. He had dark hair and brown eyes, his eyebrows nearly meeting when he brooded. 

He brooded a lot. 

Thea suspected that she didn't exactly look her best right then. Escaping from a besieged city would do that. Her blonde hair whipped in the wind, and she knew from long experience of people telling her that she possessed features of quite exceptional beauty, along with piercing blue eyes. But her grey leathers were scuffed and worn, while Thea knew that if she looked as tired as she felt, she would appear positively haggard. 

"Are you two going to bicker all the way to the Wester Isle?" Polk asked. 

"I just find myself wondering what crime I must have committed against the gods for them to throw me together with a knight who was a watchman a few days ago and one of the invaders who are currently trying to conquer the entire kingdom."

"How do you think I feel, tagging along with a thief?" Safek snapped back. 

"What?" Thea demanded. "I am a delight."

"You keep telling yourself that," Polk shot her way. 

Thea had to remind herself that the knives and the crossbow she carried were for any pursuers, not for her traveling companions. It was growing harder to remember that with every league they traveled. 

"It's still going to take us forever to make it to the Western Isle," Thea said. "Do you think the city will hold out all that time?"

"Trying to make a case for us to cut and run?" Safek asked, the contempt in his voice obvious. If he hadn't been so good-looking, Thea might have taken that personally. 

"I'm just asking if we can really make it in time," Thea replied. It was one thing taking on some heroic, idiotic quest to get allies for the kingdom. It was quite another to set out on a heroic, idiotic quest where, even if they succeeded, they wouldn't get back in time. She wouldn't get much of a hero's welcome in Destarra if it had already fallen to the Janden.

Polk shifted in his saddle. "We have to try. The kingdom of the wild-kin is our best chance at getting allies. And our journey isn't going to be as long as you think."

He looked grateful for that. He might have been a knight now, but he clearly didn't spend a lot of time in the saddle. 

"Not as long as I think?" Thea said. "The Western Isle is all the way past the far edges of the kingdom. We'll have to cross the straits beyond, through the mists."

"No, we won't," Polk said, with a faint smile. 

Even Safek frowned at that. "It's an island. To get to it, we will need to cross the water."

"No, we won't," Polk said again, with another of those oh so irritating smiles. 

Thea sighed. "All right, what is it? What is it you know that I don't?"

"Many things, I would guess," Safek said. 

Thea glared at him. Polk didn't answer at first, just pointed. 

Ahead, there was a hill. On that hill stood a standing stone, just one, sticking up like a finger jabbing towards the shadows of the sky. 

"Okay," Thea said. "It's a rock. What's your point?"

Polk grinned, an expression that didn't suit his square features. "That rock is what we call a Beacon Stone. The king gave me information on how to get to the Western Isle. The stone acts as a marker, showing the entry point to some of the old ways. The ones the wild-kin supposedly used to travel across the land."

Thea's eyes widened at that. She knew that the small magic could do many things. But to provide them with a way across such a vast expanse, all the way to the Wester Isle?

Thea raised an eyebrow. "It's a portal? Really?"

"Yes," Polk said, still grinning. "A portal. It's said to have been created by the priests of the wild-kin themselves, so that they could quickly transport their allies to their land in times of need."

Safek snorted. "And you believe that?"

"The king believes it, and I'm willing to try it."

Thea shrugged. "I guess it beats riding all the way there. No wonder they keep their island shrouded in mist. They don't need to sail."

The three of them rode up the hill all the way to the standing stone. The dusty, rocky hill was barren as a corpse, with tiny greened plants peppered here and there. There was no life to be seen, just the standing stone and the wide expanse of plains below.

“Do you know anything about the wild-kin?” Safek asked. “I’ve heard stories about them, but I don’t know what’s real.”

“I’m not sure anyone does,” Polk said. “They’re said to be an ancient and magical people, longer lived than humans, in tune with the magic of the natural world. The Western Isle is theirs, and they keep out visitors. They fought in the last war, but then they disappeared.”

“So all you know are the rumors everyone knows?” Thea said. 

Polk shrugged and kept riding towards the stone. The stone was weathered and grey, but as she dismounted and examined it closely, she saw marks there on the surface, carved into it. 

The marks of the small magic.

"How does it work?" Thea asked. "Do we just find the right spot and step through, or..."

"I'm not sure," Polk said. He dismounted too, somewhat more clumsily, and took out a piece of parchment. He studied it for a moment before looking back up at the stone. "The king left instructions, but I'm not sure that they make a lot of sense. They say that the ways are locked."

"Then let the thief deal with it," Safek said, dismounting and hobbling the horses. "That's what she's here for."

"I pick locks, not rocks," Thea replied. Even so, she stole a look at the parchment Polk held. There was an image of a standing stone there, looking just like the one they were in front of. There was a string of runes written there, along with the words "Three times widdershins from the wild-kin's face."

Thea went to examine the stone again, trying to find something that would let her make sense of the stone. Thea reached out to touch the runes of the small magic. 

Safek caught her hand before she could. "Do you always touch things first and think second?"

"If you're still holding my wrist in another three seconds, you'll find out just how quickly I can act without thinking."

Safek let her go, and Thea went back to examining the runes on the stone, searching. She found the first of the runes on the scrap of parchment, and touched it.

It glowed softly. 

Thea found the next rune, and the next, touching each in turn. They glowed, one by one. Thea assumed the sequence was important. It reminded her faintly of the time she'd broken into the safe of the blackmailer Bertrand to steal back some rather incriminating documents for a friend. 

Thea tapped the last symbol. It glowed, but nothing happened. 

"Shouldn't there be more than this?" Polk asked. 

"I don't think we're done yet," Thea said. "Both of you, come stand here, with me."

"Why?" Safek asked. 

Thea pointed. "Because I'm standing right underneath a carved image of one of the wild-kin."

That image was finer-boned and more beautiful than most humans, its eyes seeming to stare at Thea. 

"Widdershins, that's anticlockwise," Thea said. "So I guess we walk around the stone this way."

She led the way around the standing stone, walking three times widdershins as the parchment had instructed. As they completed the third round, the space between the standing stone and the ground began to shimmer and glow. A faint humming noise filled the air, growing louder and more intense by the second.

It seemed now that Thea wasn't walking along a hillside anymore, but along a path. The air to either side of the path shimmered with rainbow colors, and Thea knew instinctively that stepping off it would be very, very bad. She kept stepping along the path, kept moving, and then...

...she was standing under open, blue skies, in the middle of a forest clearing. It seemed as if the colors there were too bright, the scents of the plants too cloying. For a second, Thea was alone, and then Safek and Polk were standing beside her. 

A moment later, an arrow thudded into a tree next to her.
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CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Tak had to admit, he admired the city of Destarra's toughness. As he stood before his tent, looking out towards the besieged city, he tried to gauge how much longer it would stand up to the pressures of an encircling army. 

Too long for comfort. 

He tried to give no hint of worry as he stood there. To his people, he was the strongest among them, that was why he ruled. He was massive and dark-haired, his beard woven with golden rings by his woman, Lyra, his muscled form encased in scale armor and furs, shielding him as much from the growing cold as from any enemy. 

When the first assault had failed, sitting back and starving the enemy out had seemed like the obvious move to Tak. His people had moved swiftly, blocking off the city's supply lines and dwindling the stores of food and water. Tak had known it was only a matter of time before desperation set in and the people inside the walls turned on one another, before someone opened the gates and tried to sue for peace.

But as the days had dragged on, he could see it was taking its toll on his people. The blight meant that there was less game than there should have been, less food to feed the vast army of his people. They were growing weaker with each passing day, and he knew it wouldn't be long before they would start to lose hope.

"Tak," Lyra's voice broke through his thoughts. He turned to see her approaching, sinuous and lovely as always, her dark hair braided and a fierce determination in her eyes. "We have trouble in the camp. It may be important."

"We?" Tak caught her swiftly, pulling her close, reminding her of her weakness, compared to him. "Remember your place, woman."

Lyra was fiercer than any of the other women Tak had claimed as his, a gift from one of his lieutenants after a raid on the Snake Clan, long ago. She was lovely and she was clever, and Tak was even willing to allow that he felt something for her. But he would not allow her to forget for a second that he ruled both the clans and her.

"My place is by your side, my chief," Lyra breathed, her lips not quite touching his. "To aid you in all things. To be whatever you need me to be. I am yours. The camp is yours. But right now, there is trouble."

"Very well," Tak said, pushing Lyra back from him. "Show me this trouble."

"At once, my chief." 

Lyra led the way. As they walked through the camp, Tak couldn't help but notice the tension in the air. It was as if the very ground was vibrating with anger and unrest. He flexed his fingers, thinking it might be time to make an example of someone and remind them of his power.

But when they arrived at the source of the commotion, Tak saw that it was something different entirely. A group of his warriors was gathered there, the men standing around another group of warriors who were bound on their knees. There were mercenaries and knights there too, looking on with obvious disdain. 

"What is this?" Tak demanded of one of the men guarding the others. 

"These cowards decided to desert," the man guarding said. 

Tak looked over those there. There were men and women there, even a few children. All of the adults bore the tattoos of the poisoned tree clan. 

"What is this?" Tak said to the bound captives. "Are you such weaklings that you would flee from a fight?"

"What fight?" one of the men there demanded. He was a broad shouldered man with a close shaven head and a drooping mustache. "All we've done since the first assault is sit here and see who starves quicker, us or them."

"That is how a siege works," Tak replied. "We make them suffer, until they finally yield to us. If that means that we must sit and wait, well, what is a little suffering to the Janden?"

"It is not the Poisoned Tree way," the captive warrior said. "We ride, we fight, we ride on. That is how our clan has done things for generations."

Tak backhanded the man, hard enough that he spat blood. 

"Your clan no longer exists!" he roared. "The old clans are gone. There is only the Janden."

"Here, maybe," the man replied, with a furious look at Tak. 

"And where else were you planning to go?" Tak demanded. He could see the fear on the captives' faces now. "Why were you deserting the army of the Janden?"

The captive laughed then. "Deserting? We are not soldiers of Lytos, paid and subject to the discipline of some would-be general. We are a free people. We go where we wish. And my family have decided that we are going home."

Tak could feel his anger building. It was never very far from the surface, in any case. 

"This is our home!" he roared, so that anyone nearby might hear him. "These lands were taken from us by the Lyt, stolen. They are ours!"

"Maybe in some children's story told by your storytellers," the captive said. "But this... this is just a wasteland. The skies are filled with shadows, and the plants are withering. I say that my family are free folk of the poisoned tree clan, and we are returning to the south."

Tak felt a cold anger settle in his stomach. How dare they spout such nonsense? These were his people, his warriors, and they had sworn their loyalty to him. He would not let them abandon him, not now, not when they were so close to victory.

"You are deserters," he spat. "Traitors to the Janden. And I will not let you leave. The punishment is death."

He drew his sword and swung it in one motion, the edge of the blade hacking into the neck of the captive man. His head, still with an expression of surprise at the suddenness of the strike, rolled across the ground. 

Tak went to the next man and struck again, beheading him as he had the first. The captives were silent now, their eyes wide with terror as they awaited their fate. Some of them were weeping, others were trying to look away, but Tak forced them to watch as he executed each man there in turn.

As the last captive fell to the ground, Tak stood there panting, his sword dripping with blood. He could feel the stares of his warriors upon him, but he didn't care. Let them learn the price of betrayal. 

He moved to the first of the women, but Lyra was there, her hand on his arm. 

"My chief, there is a better way," she murmured in his ear. "Give the women to loyal men among the Janden. Send the children to be raised as warriors among loyal families. With what they have seen today, they will never dare betray you."

If it had been anyone else, Tak would have slain them for interfering, but there was something about Lyra's touch that stilled him, even if he knew that the mercy she was counseling was a kind of weakness.

"Very well," Tak said. "See that it is done."

He started to stride away from the scene of death there. He could see some of the rebel nobles of the kingdom there watching him, even Lord Grant, who claimed to be their commander. The man was tall and brooding, with dark eyes and greying hair, the symbol of a hawk on his shield. He approached Tak as Tak strode back towards his tent. 

"That was poorly done," the noble said. 

Tak stopped and turned to face Lord Grent, his sword still drawn and his face twisted with fury. "Poorly done? They were traitors, deserters! They abandoned their loyalty to me and the Janden!"

"The Janden?" Lord Grent snorted. "You mean to say your rule, Tak. You are a tyrant, a butcher. Your own people only fight because they fear you more than they fear the enemy."

"And yet your nobles side with me," Tak pointed out. "Unless you are planning to betray this cause, as you have already betrayed your king?"

Lord Grent spat. "I will do what I have promised to do, for now. But this... if this is the kind of man we are allied with, perhaps that cooperation will not last as long as I thought it would."
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CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Safek did not stand still as the arrow came from the surrounding woodlands. Instead, he dove for cover, drawing his own bow and searching for a target. 

Thea was even faster in getting behind a tree. Of course she was. Trust a thief to think of self-preservation before all else. She had that crossbow of hers in her hand, eyes narrowed. 

The knight didn't seem to get the message, though, because Polk stood there, sword still not drawn, presenting far too tempting a target. 

"We mean you no harm!" he called out. Did they speak the same language?

Another arrow came flying, this one missing him by inches. Now, he seemed to understand the danger, running for the side of the clearing. 

Figures came out to meet him. There were three of them, two men and a woman, all slender, all moving with the grace of dancers. All were strange, touched by nature in ways that spoke of magic. The woman had flower petals for hair, while one of the men had short antlers, and the other's eyes seemed to be those of a cat. All three were armed, bows now slung across their backs as they advanced. One of the men carried a quarterstaff, the other a pair of clubs that looked as if they'd grown into the shapes of hawks' heads. The woman held a slender sword, which glittered in the sunlight of this too bright place. 

"We mean you no harm," Polk said again, but the warriors of the wild-kin were already moving to attack him. 

For all that the knight was officious and thought that he was in charge of their little expedition, Safek wasn't about to let him simply die there in this strange place. Safek dropped his bow, roared a challenge, and ran forward with his sword and buckler in his hands. 

The wild-kin were fast, but Safek was a warrior, raised to battle. He danced between them, his sword a blur as he attacked and parried. A quarterstaff blow clanged from his shield, a club thudded into his armor. 

Polk was in the midst of the fight too, fighting with his long sword, holding it two handed while runes of the small magic glittered along the blade. If their attackers seemed fazed by that magic, they didn't show any sign of it. 

The wild-kin woman swung her sword at the knight again and again, moving around him with the speed and grace of a dancer, so that it seemed to Safek that she was in about five places at once. 

Even in the middle of the battle, he turned to Thea. 

"Are you going to do anything?"

The quip cost him, because the one with the quarterstaff jabbed him in the stomach, almost doubling him over. The one with the twin clubs was there then, raising one over Safek's head, ready to strike down. 

"Die, interloper!"

Safek knew that he would never get his shield up in time. All he could do was prepare himself for the blow that would surely kill him.

A crossbow bolt sang out, slamming into the club and knocking it from the hand of its wielder. 

"Does that count as doing something?" Thea quipped, as she ran forward. 

She threw one of those glass spheres of hers down on the forest floor, causing a quick burst of smoke to rise up around them all. Safek coughed with it. Did the woman always have to engage in such theatrics when she fought? It made it hard for Safek to see what he was doing, hard for him to even know where his enemies were. 

But Thea seemed to navigate through the smoke and confusion with ease, moving with the same grace as the wild-kin fighters. She darted in and out, her knives drawn now, although she seemed to be using them reversed, striking with the pommels and the hilts, rather than the blades.

"They're trying to kill us and you're holding back?" Safek called to her. 

"We're here to get their aid, not to kill them," Thea shot back. 

The moment of inattention cost her as the woman with the sword lunged at her. Thea barely parried it in time, and that created an opening that let the one with the quarterstaff slam it into the side of her head. Thea crumpled, her attackers standing over her. 

For some inexplicable reason, the sight of Thea hurt like that made Safek furious. He charged forward, shouting one of the war cries of his clan, swinging his sword wildly. Polk seemed to see Thea on the ground in the same moment, and charged forward with almost as much violence. The two of them hacked at their attackers, working in concert, trying to bring them down before they could do anything else to hurt Thea. 

The wild-kin fighters gave ground, the woman with the sword retreating a step, the man with the antlers backing away and looking around for an escape route. The one with the cat's eyes remained where he was, his eyes trained on Safek and Polk as they advanced. 

He attacked first, swinging his clubs. Safek blocked the blows, and Polk swung at the man, his sword striking the man's clothes. They deflected the blade as if it were armor. 

That gave the others a chance to strike at Safek and Polk from the side. The one with the quarterstaff slammed it into the back of Polk's legs, taking him off his feet. The woman with the sword swung it at Safek. He blocked with his buckler, metal ringing against metal. The woman twisted aside from his return blow, but the opening was all the one with the club needed to strike a blow to Safek's back, sending him sprawling. 

Just like that, he and the others were all down, with the wild-kin guardians standing over them. The two men looked to the woman questioningly. 

"What do we do with them? Do we kill them?"

"We should," the woman said. "They're interlopers, invaders."

The other man seemed doubtful, then nodded towards Thea. "That one could have killed me. She struck me with her blades, but they were reversed."

"Perhaps they wanted information," the woman said. "Perhaps they planned to torture us to find out the secrets of the Western Isle. That one is some kind of barbarian, and the other... he wears a knight's armor, but he's no noble of Lytos. Even if he were, they do not travel to our isle. We should kill them."

Safek groaned and tried to stand, but the female wild-kin kicked him, knocking him back to the ground. 

Thea was also groaning, her eyes fluttering open. She looked around at the wild-kin, not with the horror of someone about to die, but with a certain "not this again" kind of expression. Safek wondered how many times she'd found herself in the power of people who had tried to kill her.

She reached into her clothes for something, and Safek assumed that it was a weapon. So did the wild-kin woman, because she raised her sword, ready to strike. 

Instead of a blade, though, Thea pulled out the king's seal, the one that Polk had handed to her. 

The wild-kin woman hesitated, her sword lowered slightly. "What is the meaning of this?" she asked, eyeing the seal warily.

"We're not here to harm you," Thea said, her voice steady despite her grogginess. "We were sent by King Aldus to seek your aid."

"And what proof of that do you have?" the wild-kin woman demanded. 

Thea's voice had no give in it. 

"You can see perfectly well that this is the king's seal," Thea said, holding it out for the woman to see. "We're not here to harm you. We've come on behalf of the king of Lytos to ask for your aid."

The woman hesitated, glancing at the seal before looking back at Thea. "Why would the king of Lytos need our aid?" 

"Because our kingdom has been invaded," Polk said. "A horde of the Janden faces us, aided by mercenaries from the city-states and rebels among our own nobles. The king himself showed us how to enter this place."

Safek pulled himself to his feet. The wild-kin still looked undecided, as if they might kill the three of them even then. 

"Please," Thea said. "We're just here to talk. Take us to your king so that we can at least make our case."

The wild-kin woman laughed then. "King? Kings are a human thing. But yes, we will take you. The council will want to hear what you have to say. And then, once you have decided that you are invaders after all, I will end the three of you once and for all."
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CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Whisper Under Flame flew high above the caravan, her bronze-scaled wings beating steadily, her dragon eyes looking down at it, watching its progress towards some kind of larger human place, an encampment, or some kind of market. 

Those were words that drifted into Whisper's thoughts from whatever dreaming place all knowledge seemed to come to her as she grew. She knew that humans liked to go to places to give one another things in exchange for pieces of shiny metal. 

A part of Whisper quite liked the idea of shiny metal. That part insisted that it would be quite comfortable to lie down on, provided she got enough of it.

Possibly the humans below would have such shiny things, but they held something far more important to Whisper. Her brother, Shadow, was held captive somewhere in their midst. She could sense his fear and desperation, the stench of his captivity, even from this high up. 

The thought of him being trapped in a cage, unable to fly or move freely, made her heart ache.

Should we swoop on them? Ripples in Waves asked, through the connection between them. I like swooping.

Not yet, Whisper replied. It wasn't just that a part of her suggested that swooping on humans wasn't the same as swooping on a sheep or a horse. It was that all her siblings were so young, and the humans had already shown that they had many weapons. As hard as it was to believe, there might be times when swooping on things was not the answer to a problem.

Whisper followed the caravan from a safe distance, her siblings close behind her. They flew in a V-formation, their wings beating in unison, as though they were one being. 

Well, almost in unison. Spiraling Breeze still sent herself into a tumbling roll to catch a pigeon mid-flight, crunching it in her jaws.

Spiral! Whisper sent. 

But it's fun, and I was hungry.

Just hours ago, those would have been the only two factors to matter in the young dragons' world. Now, Whisper had far more important things to worry about, like getting her brother back. 

Whisper watched as the humans came into the market town. There were enclosures there, and stalls. One of the enclosures held sheep, and Whisper could practically feel the stomachs of the others rumbling. 

We leave the sheep alone. We don't want the humans to know we're here. 

Won't they see us? Falling Leaves asked. 

Human eyes aren't good, I think, Whisper replied. They couldn't see us in the dark. This far away, they'll probably think we're birds, or something. 

Birds are tasty, Spiral mused, tumbling off to grab another. 

Focus, all of you! Whisper snapped. Why was it, just because she was the oldest, she had to spend so much of her time trying to get the others to focus?

Whisper didn't know, but she did know that she had to look after all of them, including Shadow, and that meant getting him back. 

Whisper continued to watch the market town. There were strange, brightly colored tents there, some proclaiming things like The Hideous Troll, and The woman with no bones in the language of the humans on signs outside. It quite surprised Whisper to find that she could read it. People seemed to be coming to the tents and staring. 

There were other humans out in open spaces. Some seemed to be fighting with one another, although no one was getting eaten afterwards, so it couldn't be that serious. Some other people seemed to be flipping about like they were trying to fly, but without wings like Whisper and her sibling, she wasn't sure how they could. 

There was a man standing at the heart of it all, waving around a stick. Sparks and lights jumped from the stick, delighting a group of other, smaller humans. Children, Whisper thought. Like her and her siblings. Only with fewer claws, obviously. 

The caravan pulled into the settlement, and the figure with the stick ran over to it, making a sound that was possibly delight as he came up to the cage that Shadow was in. He gestured, shouting orders of some kind, and for a moment, Whisper thought that maybe he was telling them to let her brother go. After all, it was obviously wrong to keep a dragon like Shadow in a cage, so surely this man would be telling the others to let Shadow go?

But the man was not telling them to free Shadow. Instead, he was inspecting him, poking and prodding at the cage and muttering to himself. Whisper clenched her jaw, feeling the anger and frustration boil within her. Why did humans think they had the right to capture and control everything they came across? To control dragons, when humans couldn't even breath fire?

The human with the stick looked around. He looked up, and for a moment, Whisper wondered if her previous thoughts about the quality of human eyesight were actually true. Look like a bird, she reminded herself. Look like a bird.

It would probably have helped if her siblings hadn't returned to their default mode of fractious playing and biting tumbling and snapping in the air. It seemed that they were too young to focus, even on something as serious as saving Shadow.

Pay attention! Whisper snapped. She was definitely paying attention, looking down at the human as he looked up at the sky. He had long, flowing grey hair and wore a hat with sparkly things on it, like you got in the night sky. Whisper wondered how he'd reached them to stick them on.

For a moment longer, she was convinced that he was staring straight at her, but then he looked back to the humans who had hunted Whisper and the others. He gave another order. 

The humans started to carry the cage containing Shadow into a large tent, bigger than many of the others. It had jolly stripes on the side, and on another day, Whisper might have flown around and around it to see if she could make herself dizzy. Today, though, she had to be serious.

Shadow is somewhere in that tent, Whisper sent to the others. So the plan is-

We swoop down there and save him and eat the humans if they try to stop us! Ripples declared.

It might have gone better if Whisper had considered the way her siblings were likely to react. And how little they listened to her. As it was, Ripples tucked into a dive, the others plunging with him, all roaring in a way that would have been far more impressive if they'd been fully grown, rather than smaller than most of the humans.

Whisper considered her options, and then plunged into a dive too. She didn't roar because she still hoped that it might be possible to sneak into the tent. Then she considered the chances of that and opened her mouth in a shriek of anger. 

The plan now was simple: scare the humans, fly into the tent, get to the cage that held Shadow, find a way to open it, and fly out of the tent again. Probably, they would have to tear their way out of it, or burn it down, because humans would be in the way by the time they wanted to go out again. 

Whisper swooped in, and for a moment, she was willing to let herself go into the pure pleasure of the swooping. She dove into the tent through its entrance and saw that Ripples and the others were already tearing open Shadow's small cage. 

Strangely, it didn't seem to be locked now. Even more strangely, there didn't seem to be any humans in there. 

It was right around that time that Whisper saw the bars running around the walls of the tent. 

She realized, too late, that she and the others had just flown into a much, much bigger cage. 

We need to get out of here, she sent to the others. They looked around, started back towards the entrance, and didn't quite get there before a cage door slammed shut. 

The sides of the tent fell away, revealing the world beyond, the shadowy skies above, the human things staring. Whisper threw herself at the bars of the cage, rending them with her claws, burning them with her breath. They held, in spite of her efforts. 

The human with the stick wandered over. 

"Ah, there we go, the full set. Now, I wonder, can you understand me? As I gather it, dragons gain an understanding of languages quite early, even if they can only project into the minds of others later on. No matter."

Whisper roared and tried to breathe fire at him. Somehow, the bars stopped it.

The human with the stick smiled. "They call it the small magic, but I have never found there to be anything small about it. This cage is strong enough to hold a cave troll, and the bars would withstand the heat of a blacksmith's forge. I am Percival Mirive, magus and collector of wondrous things. And you are wondrous, all of you. I look forward to studying you all thoroughly."
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CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Polk had to admit that the city of the wild-kin was very different from Destarra. Where the capital of Lytos was a place of stone and careful construction, the wild-kin city was a sprawling maze of wooden structures that seemed half-carved, half-grown from the trees around them. 

It was a marvel of engineering, with bridges and walkways connecting the buildings at every level. The air was filled with the sounds of laughter and shouting and the smell of roasting meat and spices. Polk couldn't help feeling a sense of admiration for these creatures.

They were beautiful and strange. They were slender, mostly around the height of humans, but moving with the same sinuous grace as the guardians at the gates of the realm had been. Like them, they all had oddities where they had been changed by the wild magic of nature. Some had ears like animals, some moved on cloven hooves. One little girl stuck out a forked tongue as they passed. 

As they made their way through the city, Polk, Thea, and Safik attracted quite a bit of attention. Polk suspected that the wild-kin hadn't humans in a long time, and they were curious about these strange visitors. Children pointed and laughed, while adults eyed them warily. The stories said that they were long lived, with memories that went back not just to the war against Zander and his kind, but far earlier. 

The wild-kin city seemed to have grown out of the earth itself. There were no straight lines, no clear boundaries between buildings and nature. Plants intertwined with structures, and animals roamed freely through the streets. It was both beautiful and chaotic. Polk couldn't help but feel a sense of awe as he followed the wild-kin guardians through the bustling streets towards their meeting with the council.

The council chamber was located at the heart of the city, in a massive tree that towered over everything else. 

The tree was so large that it took a moment for Polk to even realize it was a building. Its bark was smooth and polished, almost glowing in the dim light of the forest. The entrance to the council chamber was a series of winding stairs that twisted around the trunk of the tree. The stairs were made of polished wood, and the railing was intricately carved with images of wild-kin creatures.

As they climbed the stairs, Polk couldn't help but feel a sense of unease, given the welcome they'd received. He'd heard stories of the wild-kin's magic, and he'd learned first hand how skilled they were at violence. 

Polk, Thea, and Safik were led up a winding staircase that seemed to be part of the tree itself. The wild-kin guardians left them at the entrance to the chamber, and the three of them entered alone.

Inside, the room was dimly lit by glowing orbs hanging from the ceiling. The walls were made of knotted wood, and the air was thick with the scent of moss and damp earth. The room was a wide, circular space, with rows of seating around the outside, wild-kin looking down at the three of them in the center of the room. Each had been touched by the wild magic in a different way so that no two looked alike.

A figure stood from among them. He was taller than the others, with ears that came to sharp points and eyes that glinted like gold in the dim light. This must be the chancellor of the council, Polk thought.

"Greetings, visitors from Lytos," the chancellor said, his voice carrying a weight of authority. "I am Amos, leader of the wild-kin council."

His tone was friendly enough, but Polk wasn't sure if he could trust that, not after the violent welcome they had received there. Still, Polk stepped forward, feeling the weight of the council's collective gaze upon him. "Thank you for seeing us, Chancellor Amos," he said, trying to keep his voice steady. "We come seeking your help."

"Our help?" a voice from the far side of the council said. The woman who stood was shorter than the chancellor, with a pattern of flowers growing over her skin, and her eyes gleamed with a sharp intelligence. "And what could humans possibly need our help with?"

Polk took a deep breath, steadying himself. "Lytos has been invaded. The barbarians of the Janden have come from the south, across the straits.”

“Barbarians like your friend?” the woman demanded. “You claim they invade you, but you have one with you.”

“I no longer fight under Chief Tak,” Safek said. “I have seen the horrors that my people can visit on those they invade. I can tell you that they will destroy Lytos.”

Polk spoke up again. “They are laying siege to Destarra even now, with the aid of mercenaries from the city-states and rebel nobles from our own kingdom."

"And what does that have to do with us?" the woman asked. 

Amos raised a hand. "Jacinthe, please, let our visitors state their case."

Polk looked around, trying to gauge the mood of the room. 

He saw a mix of curiosity, suspicion, and even hostility in the wild-kin's faces. But he pressed on, hoping to win them over. "We know that the Janden are not just after Lytos. They seek to expand their territory, to conquer all the lands beyond the straits. They will not stop until they have taken everything. And if they succeed, they will not spare your people, or any others who stand in their way."

He saw some of the wild-kin nodding, as if they understood the danger. But others remained unmoved. "Why should we care about the struggles of humans?" Jacinthe asked. "As for the idea that the Janden are going to come here..." she laughed at that. "We remember the Janden. We remember the days before your kind drove them out of Lytos. Barbarians, without the skills to cross the mists."

Polk froze at those words. "What do you mean, before we drove them out of Lytos?"

"Humans have such short memories," Jacinthe said. "Your kind came to Lytos before it was called that. They settled. They drove out the Janden into the wilds of the south. They even renamed the kingdom after themselves. And now you come crying to us when the Janden want to take it back?"

Polk's mind raced. He had never heard of this before. The history books all said that Lytos had been founded by its kings, not conquered from the Janden. He wondered what else had been left out of their history. But now was not the time for that. He needed to convince the wild-kin to help them.

"We may have driven the Janden out of Lytos, but they have returned with a vengeance," Polk said, trying to keep the urgency in his voice. "And they will not stop until they have conquered everything in their path. We need your help to stop them."

"This isn't just about the Janden," Thea said. "The kingdom is beset by other dangers. King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath has taken Princess Meredith as his captive. The kingdom's skies are covered in shadows, and a blight is killing its plants."

"We know that," Amos said. 

"Then why aren't you doing something about it?" Thea demanded. "Are you really going to stand by while all of this is happening?"

"That is what the council will decide," Amos said. "And now, I must ask you to wait outside for a few moments."

Polk, Thea and Safik exchanged worried glances as they stepped outside the council chamber. The air outside was cool and fresh, and the sun was beginning to set in the sky, painting it with shades of pink and orange. They waited in silence, unsure of what to say or do next.

Polk was meant to be good at waiting. When he'd been a guard, he'd often had to stand at his post for hours at a time, watching out for danger, doing nothing. 

Safik leaned against the wall, his arms crossed and his expression unreadable. Polk wondered what he was thinking. Did he really believe that the wild-kin would help them? Or was he just along for the ride?

Thea obviously wasn't used to waiting in the same way. She was pacing nervously, looking anything but happy. 

"Are you all right?" Polk asked her. 

"Of course I'm not all right," Thea snapped back. "All this way, and our only option is to stand here and wait while they make up their mind whether to help us, like some lord trying to decide whether to give scraps to the poor."

"I'm fairly sure you would just steal what you needed instead," Polk pointed out.

"Well, yes, obviously, but that isn't the point."

After what seemed like an eternity, the council chamber doors opened, and Chancellor Amos stepped out. "The council has reached a decision," he said, his voice grave. "We have decided not to intervene in the war between Lytos and the Janden."

Polk's heart sank. "But why?" he asked, desperate for some kind of explanation.

Amos' golden eyes were hard. 

"You don't even remember, do you? No, of course you don't. Now... now the council has voted. We will not help you. We will provide you with hospitality for the night. Then you will leave our lands."
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CHAPTER NINE

 

 

"Help me climb over this," Lance said, as he, Justin and Dorian reached a spot in the tunnel where a large block of stone stood. 

"This can't be the right way," Dorian insisted, but Justin stepped forward, setting himself to boost Lance up to the top of the stone block.

"It's the only way that looks like it might lead down towards the castle without running into an army of guards," Lance insisted, as he leapt up, clambering up onto the stone block and then helping Justin up. Between them, they hauled Dorian up to join them. He barely managed to climb onto the stone.

The truth was that the tunnels twisted and turned even now that they'd seen the cavern with the castle in through a crack in one of the walls. They knew that the castle was close, but getting to it still meant advancing through the tunnels of the Kingdom Beneath, watching out for any dangers. Lance had a feeling that they were getting closer. He could feel the pull of the amulet around his neck, as if the shadow magic within were calling to Zander's.

As they moved further down the tunnel, they began to hear voices echoing off the walls. Lance signaled for the other two to crouch down, and they crept forward slowly, trying to identify where the voices were coming from. They were speaking in an inhuman tongue, full of guttural sounds and harsh edges. 

“So much for avoiding guards,” Dorian muttered.

Lance wrapped his shadows around himself as he and the others crept forward, wanting to see who, or what, blocked the way.

As they turned a corner, they saw a group of hulking creatures, each one standing at least six feet tall. The creatures had long arms that nearly scraped the ground, wiry black hair covering their muscular bodies, and their eyes glowed a fierce red. Lance recognized them as trolls, creatures that were almost never seen outside of the Kingdom Beneath. They seemed even larger than Lance expected, fungal growths sprouting from their bodies, twisting them in even more hideous ways. Was this the effect of the mushrooms Lance had seen before? He'd seen those mushrooms twist normal-looking creatures into deadly things. Was that what was happening here?

The trolls were gathered around a pile of bones, gnawing on the remains of some unfortunate creature. Lance could feel his stomach churn at the sight, but he knew that they had to keep moving. Preferably silently, if they wanted to avoid joining the unfortunate creature.

He signaled for the others to follow him as he silently slipped past the trolls. The three of them started forward, Lance's shadows wrapped tightly around them, hoping that it would be enough to stop the trolls from spotting them. 

It wasn't. Or rather, it didn't matter that the trolls couldn't see the three of them, not when one of them started sniffing the air. 

"They can smell us!" Justin said, in obvious alarm.

"And now hear us," Dorian pointed out. 

The trolls looked confused, but even with the stupidity of trolls, it was only for a moment or two. Then, they let out an ear-shattering roar, and their eyes fixated on the three knights. They charged forward, their huge bodies slamming against the tunnel walls as they charged towards the trio.

Lance's shadow magic surged through him, and he let out a fierce cry. The shadows coalesced around him, turning into a shifting web of near-solid shadows as he prepared to fight. Dorian and Justin had their swords drawn, ready for the troll's attack. The trolls were nearly upon them when they split up, each one going after a different knight. 

Lance felt a surge of fear as the troll in front of him lifted its huge fists, ready to bring them down on top of him. But Lance was ready. He used his shadow magic to create a shield, blocking the troll's attack. The troll roared in frustration and swung again, but Lance was too quick. He dodged to the side, and the troll's fist slammed into the tunnel wall, sending rocks flying.

Lance used this moment of distraction to strike back.

He lashed out with his sword, hacking a deep wound into the beast's flesh. Almost as soon as Lance made it, though, he saw the wound starting to close up, covered over with fungal spores. 

Dorian was holding his own, agilely dodging and parrying the troll's attacks. He saw an opening and thrust his sword into the creature's gut, eliciting a roar of pain. Justin was having a bit more trouble, as his opponent had grabbed him in a bear hug, threatening to crush him. 

Lance sent out a dart of shadow, similar to the ones he'd used to fight the plant creature. It slashed the troll's arm, making it cry out in pain and drop Justin. 

As the troll stumbled back, Justin took the opportunity to strike. His sword sliced through the troll's leg, sending it tumbling to the ground. Dorian moved in quickly, his sword flashing as he decapitated the troll with a clean stroke. The creature's body fell to the ground with a thud, lifeless. The one Dorian had stabbed in the guts was already recovering, though, the fungus covering over its wounds the way it had with the one Lance had injured. It meant that the three of them were still facing two enraged trolls, each strong enough to crush their skulls with a single blow.

Lance gritted his teeth, knocking aside a blow from one of the trolls. They couldn't keep fighting like this forever. They had to find a way to take these trolls down and fast. But how? The fungal growths on the trolls seemed to be healing them at an alarming rate, making their wounds close up almost as soon as they were inflicted. Lance knew that they needed to find another way to hurt these trolls, something that would kill them quickly enough to bypass their regenerative abilities. 

Lance gritted his teeth as he fought and focused on the amulet around his neck. He channeled his shadow magic into it, the gemstone at its center glowing with a dark light. The trolls roared as the shadows around Lance began to swirl, bending to Lance’s will. The shadows wrapped around their legs, tumbling them to the ground.

That let Dorian and Justin rush in, hacking down with their swords, severing the trolls' heads. Lance winced at the necessity of it as the trolls died, but he still breathed a sigh of relief, pulling back his shadow powers, forcing the amulet to return to quiet stillness. It still fought him, but Lance was stronger. 

Lance breathed hard in the wake of the fight. He and the others moved on quickly, knowing that the sounds of battle might draw more trouble. They kept heading down the tunnels, kept trying to find their way to the cavern with the castle in it. 

As they walked, Lance couldn't shake the feeling that something was off. He felt a prickling at the back of his neck, a sense of danger that he couldn't quite place. Justin and Dorian must have felt it too because they were walking with their swords at the ready, their eyes scanning the dim light of the tunnels around them.

They reached a branch in the tunnel. In one direction, there were steps leading down. In the other... the tunnel fell away, as if the floor there had collapsed, leaving a perilous looking slope leading down to a cavern far below. Lance started down the stairs a couple of steps, then stopped. 

There were more creatures there. Many more. A whole squad of goblin-kin, accompanied by a couple of the strange, pale, beautiful creatures Lance recognized as whisperlings. Could he and the others fight their way through them? Maybe, especially given Lance’s gifts. Could they do it without the alarm being raised, letting the castle know that they were coming for Meredith? Almost certainly not.

"We need to go back and climb down," Lance told the others. 

"But it's almost vertical," Dorian complained. 

"It's still better than dying, or the castle learning that we're coming if we one of those creatures raises the alarm," Justin replied. He nodded. "I'm with Lance. We climb down."

They headed back to the spot where the floor fell away. 

Lance looked down the slope, squinting in the dim light. It was steep, slippery, and dangerous, but it was their only option. He led the way, cautiously making his descent, his hands and feet finding purchase on the rough walls of the tunnel. Justin and Dorian followed close behind him, moving carefully to avoid slipping and falling. 

He could feel the effort of the climb taking a toll on his muscles, but Lance pushed through it. He had to save Meredith, no matter what. That determination leant him the strength that he needed to keep moving, keep heading down. 

Finally, they made it to the bottom of the slope, their feet landing on solid ground. They were in a small side cavern. Ahead, Lance could see the glow of the crystal-lined cavern that held the castle. 

"We're almost there," he said. "We should push forward and get to Meredith." 

He started forward towards the cavern. But Lance was tired. His shadow magic and the climb had drained him, and he could feel the exhaustion setting in. He stumbled, catching himself on the wall of the tunnel. Dorian and Justin noticed, exchanging concerned glances.

"We should rest here for a while," Dorian said.

Lance shook his head. That was the last thing he wanted. "We can't. Not yet. Meredith needs us."

Justin stepped forward, placing a hand on Lance's shoulder. "We understand that. We want to get to her, too, but we won't be any use to her if we're too exhausted to fight. The castle is going to be filled with Zander’s creatures, and we need you strong to be able to deal with them."

Lance was about to protest, but the truth in Justin's words hit him hard. They wouldn't be able to save Meredith like this. Trying and failing might even put her in greater danger. 

For now, they had to rest. But soon, soon they would enter the castle and do everything they could to save the missing princess. 

"I'm coming, Meredith," Lance whispered.
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CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Meredith was drawing a map of the castle and the caves beyond. She was sketching it carefully in her rooms, drawing it with pen and ink on a roll of parchment. 

The monstrous servants of the castle had been happy to provide her with all of those things. Apparently, either Zander had given instructions for them to assist her, or they feared her now almost as much as they feared him.

Meredith wasn't sure how she felt about being feared like that. She had always wanted to be loved, to be good, to do the right thing, but here, she suspected that being that kind of person would only make her into a target. The creatures of the Kingdom Beneath were anything but kind or gentle. Being feared for the power she held within her meant that at least they no longer tried to attack her.

As she traced her finger over the inked lines on the parchment, the plants in the room started to stir. They shifted and grew, vines snaking across the stone floor. Meredith smiled, feeling the rush of her power coursing through her veins. 

Meredith was drawing the most detailed map that she could manage from memory. It set out everything that she knew of the castle, along with the surrounding caves that she'd seen. When she left here, and she was going to leave here, she needed to be able to find her way through the cave systems around the castle to try to get back to the surface. 

Meredith didn't have enough yet, so she headed to the castle's library. Perhaps there would be more information there on the kingdom that she could use.

The library was vast, and it was filled with books on all sorts of subjects, written in languages and even scripts that seemed impossible to read. Meredith ran her fingers over the spines as she walked, feeling the rough edges of the leather bindings. Spiderlike things hung in the darkest corners, but they didn't come near her. 

She pulled out a thick volume on the Kingdom Beneath's geography and skimmed through it, searching for any information that could help her escape. Any sense of the routes through it that might lead her back home to the surface. As she read, she felt the plants in the room stir again, as if they were trying to tell her something.

Meredith paused, listening closely. She closed her eyes and focused on the sensation, letting her magic guide her. 

"Ah, Meredith, my creatures told me that you were in here."

Meredith started at the sound of Zander's voice. She turned, and he was standing in the corner of the room, silvery hair bound back now, his dark clothes shot through with a single streak of silver. 

"King Zander, I did not hear you come in," Meredith replied, in a careful tone that gave away none of her worry at being caught like this. 

Zander stepped forward, his eyes fixed on the book in Meredith's hand. "What are you reading?" he asked, his voice low.

"It's a book on the geography of your kingdom," Meredith said, holding the book out to him. "I thought it might help me understand where I am better."

Zander took the book from her, his fingers brushing against hers. Meredith flinched at the touch, but she didn't pull away. She didn’t want to show that much fear.

"Trying to find a way to leave, Meredith?"

Meredith shook her head. It was safer to lie. "If I'm stuck here in your kingdom, I just want to know more about it. If I am to live in this place, I wish to understand it. I do not even know entirely where this castle sits within your kingdom."

Zander smiled in a way that made it clear that he didn't quite believe her. 

"Of course, of course. Perhaps, since you seem to have so many maps, you could point out the place where you last saw Baruth on one of them."

Meredith froze for a moment at those words. Zander was back to questioning her about the creature he'd killed, the monster that had been trying to hurt her as much as possible when Meredith had ripped through it with her plant powers. She couldn't let him know that. Not yet, perhaps not ever. Certainly not until she was sure that she was strong enough to escape this place. 

Meredith swallowed nervously. "I'm sorry, Zander, but I don't remember exactly where I last saw Baruth. My mind was elsewhere at the time."

Zander's expression darkened, and he stepped closer to her, his hand reaching out to touch her face. "You're lying," he said, his voice low and dangerous. "I can feel it. You're hiding something from me."

Zander's eyes narrowed, the shadowy depths of his eyes seeming to draw Meredith in as he stared at her. Meredith felt a shiver run down her spine. She had to be careful, or he would find out that she had killed the creature, and she wasn't sure she could handle what would come next. Zander was both dangerous and unpredictable.

Then he smiled. "You are becoming so much more than you were, Meredith. Why, I hardly recognize you as the princess you were when you came to my kingdom."

"When you dragged me here," Meredith corrected him. 

"Yes, when I dragged you here," Zander said, his expression unchanging. "What, did you think I would express some remorse for that? If there is one lesson to learn down here in my kingdom, Meredith, it is that the powerful should own their actions. And you are powerful. You are becoming more powerful by the day. I can feel it."

He knew. Meredith was sure in that moment that he knew what she'd done to Baruth. He knew, and he was more interested in her reaction to that fact than in what Meredith had done. She was almost sure of it. Almost sure that he wouldn’t care if she simply told him. 

Almost, but not quite. Not sure enough to admit it. Instead, she kept staring at Zander.

"Well,” he said after a few seconds, “even if you don't remember the spot, I am sure that my creatures will find Baruth soon enough. For now, I think it is best if I escort you back to your rooms."

It sounded like a request, but Meredith knew it was an order. One that there was no point in arguing with. She nodded and followed him out of the library, her mind racing with how to escape. She had to get out of his grasp soon or risk losing herself completely.

As they walked down the hallway, Zander kept a tight grip on Meredith's arm, his fingers digging into her skin. Meredith winced, but didn't say anything. She had to keep up appearances that she was still submissive to him. Still incapable of fighting back, no matter what he did.

As they walked, though, Meredith's mind spun with thoughts of escape. She knew that she was more powerful than ever before, thanks to the poisonous mushrooms she had eaten. She could feel the energy coursing through her veins, and she knew that she had to use it to her advantage.

But how could she escape? The tunnels in the Kingdom Beneath were too dangerous for her to navigate alone, and she didn't know how to get out of the kingdom, in spite of her efforts with the maps. She also couldn't risk it while Zander was able to chase after her. In his own kingdom, with his powers over stone and shadow, he would catch her far too easily. When he did, Meredith had no doubt that he would find a way to punish her for the attempt that would be worse than anything Meredith could imagine.

They reached Meredith's rooms, filled now with plants that hadn't been there when Meredith had first been imprisoned in this stone fashioned space. Meredith stepped inside and, to her surprise, Zander came in with her. 

"Do you have everything you need here?" Zander asked, almost like he was genuinely a concerned host, determined to make sure that she was comfortable. 

Meredith nodded slowly, taking note of the way Zander's eyes lingered on her. She could feel the energy pulsing through her veins, or possibly that was the poison from the mushrooms that she'd eaten to increase her power. Meredith could feel that poison within her, sitting there like a deep, almost bottomless reservoir. 

It had changed things about her. It had made her more powerful, but it had also changed the ways that she felt things, the ways she reacted. She no longer felt the horror that she had at some of the crueler aspects of the kingdom. She had killed now, and maybe that had changed something in her too. Meredith wasn't sure how she felt about that change, but it also felt as though it might be the only thing that was going to let her get out of this. 

A part of her embraced it. A part of her longed to lunge forward right then and kill Zander. She held back from it only barely.

"Yes, I have everything I need," Meredith said, her voice steady and calm. "Thank you for your concern, Zander."

Zander smiled, a glint of something strange in his eyes. "Of course, Meredith. I said before that you were becoming more powerful."

"You did," Meredith agreed. 

"You have changed a great deal. You have become strong, dangerous. Less inclined to worry over small moral niceties. All very attractive qualities."

Zander moved closer to her then, looking into her eyes. 

Meredith's heart pounded in her chest as she realized just how close he was to her, both from fear and the rush of power she felt coursing through her veins. She could smell the scent of him there, soft and strange. She tried to keep her expression neutral, but her body trembled slightly under Zander's gaze. She knew what he wanted, and the thought of it made her sick to her stomach in that moment.

"I remember that I tried this with you before and you weren't interested," Meredith said. 

"Because you were a weak princess, trying to use her charms to gain some degree of favor from me," Zander replied. He reached up to touch Meredith's hair. "Now... now you could almost be my equal. That is more attractive than you might think."

His lips were just inches from Meredith's. She knew that she had to stay focused if she wanted to escape, but with Zander's touch, it was hard to think of anything else.

"You know, Meredith," Zander whispered, his lips dangerously close to her ear, "I have always been intrigued by your power. Your ability to manipulate living things is so different from my own control of shadow and stone, but it fits with it so well. Together... well, I'm sure we could do a great deal together."

Meredith considered her options. She'd been looking for a chance to strike at Zander, a chance to try to kill him. Now, in this moment, could she do it?

No, not yet. This wasn't the time. If she failed here, she would die, or worse. Because she was sure that Zander's kingdom contained plenty of torments that would be worse than death. 

"You could have everything here, Meredith," Zander said. "Just tell me, where is Baruth?"

Meredith took a step back from him. "I'm sorry, Zander. I don't know."

Zander gave her an appraising look, then sighed. 

"So close, but still so far to go. How disappointing. Very well. Since your protector is no longer here, I think it is safest if you stay in your rooms for now. We wouldn't want you wandering off."

He stepped from the room, shutting the door behind him. Meredith heard the firm click of the lock as he went. She was imprisoned, once again. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Safek couldn't sleep. He lay awake on a bed that seemed to have been carved from the living tree in which he, Thea and Polk were staying, staring at the ceiling. 

The very fact that there was a ceiling was a part of it. So was the bed. Safek was used to sleeping outdoors, or in one of the tents of his tribe, back in the wastes of the south. Even in Destarra, when he'd found himself staying in the home of a merchant, he'd been uncomfortable. 

Thoughts of his companions were another part of it. Polk was solid, but seemed to obsess over his king's orders in a way that irritated Safek. If there was one thing that Safek had learned, breaking away from his whole people, it was that the commands of a leader didn't count for as much as friendship, or honor, or what you believed to be right in the moment. 

Then there was the thief, Thea. She was... there were no words for what she was, or perhaps there were too many. Infuriating, of course, with her constant chatter and quick fingers that seemed to move as if they had a mind of their own. But also intriguing, with her boldness and her wry sense of humor. She was a drifter, a leaf blown on the wind, ready to run at the first sign of trouble. She was also beautiful, and strangely haunted, as if there were more under that casually barbed surface than met the eye. 

He couldn't help but be drawn to her, even as he knew he shouldn't be. She was a thief, after all, and he was a warrior of the Janden. They had nothing in common, except for this foolish quest to save Destarra. A quest that had failed now that the council of the wild-kin had refused to lend them aid.

Safek wasn’t sure how to feel about that. His people were going to destroy Lytos unless they were stopped, but if they did somehow gain the aid of the wild-kin, how many of the Janden would die. 

Safek sat up, restless. He needed to clear his head, to take a walk and feel the wind on his face. He slipped on his boots and stepped outside, breathing in the cool night air. 

The city of the wild-kin was, if anything, even more beautiful by moonlight than it had been during the day. It was strange to see a city as much grown from living plants as built, nestled among the trees as if the houses there were simply some strange fruit of the forest. Fireflies hung in cages, providing light along the walkways of the town. 

Safek strode along them, trying to clear his head while also not looking down at the drops below. He had no wish to think about what it would be like to fall from one in the dark. 

"You should not be out here alone, human."

Safek turned his head and was surprised to find Amos standing there, the golden eyes of the council's chancellor upon him, his expression neutral.

"I could not sleep," Safek said. 

"You are too young not to be able to sleep," Amos said. "Wait until you are a hundred and fifty. Then you will have sleepless nights."

"We don't live as long as the wild-kin," Safek replied. He had thought that his friend Old Torlin was past it as a warrior in his forties. A hundred and fifty was an age he couldn’t even comprehend.

"True," Amos said. "Still, you shouldn't be out here alone. I'm sure our guardians would react badly to a human creeping through the town. They would see you as a threat, and then there would be violence. Come, walk with me instead. It will be safer, and I would like to talk with you."

Safek hesitated, but then nodded. He fell into step beside Amos, feeling out of place and awkward beside the wild-kin's elegant form. 

"We will head for the midnight garden," Amos said. "The sight of it always helps me to sleep."

The chancellor led him down a hidden path, through the trees, until they came to a clearing where a small pond glittered in the moonlight. There were flowers around it, night-blooming things that attracted moths. Another firefly cage lit the clearing, letting Safek see that many of the flowers there were withered, just like the ones in Lytos. 

"Sit," Amos said, gesturing to a smooth rock at the pond's edge.

Safek did as he was bid, watching as Amos sat down beside him.

"What troubles you, human?" Amos asked.

Safek hesitated, unsure of how much to say. "The flowers there... I thought this place was not touched by the shadows or the blight that follows?"

Amos smiled wanly. "The blight is not just the result of the shadows above your kingdom. If Princess Meredith has been taken, that is a part of it too. And our kingdom is close enough to Lytos for it to touch us too. Some parts more than others. Even if there are those who will not think of it if they can avoid it."

"If the blight touches your kingdom, why not help us?" Safek asked. 

"I understand that you and your companions are...disappointed by the decision of the council," Amos said after a moment.

Safek frowned. Was he disappointed? He was surprised to find that he was, in spite of what might happen to the clans if he and the others succeeded. He hoped that if they could defeat Tak, the clans would scatter and return home. In any case, what was the alternative? Letting them slaughter innocents?

"We came a long way to ask for your help. Why did you refuse us?"

Amos was silent for a long moment, and Safek thought he wasn't going to answer. Then the wild-kin spoke, his voice low.

"Because we cannot trust you, Safek. You, or any human. Our people have been betrayed by your kind before. In the human lands, what stories do they tell of the lands of the wild-kin?"

"That you helped in the last war. That you retreated to your lands and raised the mist between Lytos and the Wester Isle. I don't know the details. These are not the stories of my people."

"The stories miss out a lot," Amos said. "They miss out betrayal. They miss out all the old peoples being pushed back, out of Lytos. The magus, Margav, saw ways to force everything that was not human from the lands. Do you think we should help after that?"

Safek wasn't sure what to say to that. He wasn't sure what answers he had. The only answers, the only stories he had, were his own. 

Perhaps, though, those stories might be enough. 

"You know that I am of the Poisoned Tree clan?" Safek said. "That I was one of the Janden, the people invading Lytos?"

Amos nodded. "Although you could also say you are the people seeking to reclaim it. If anything, we should have more sympathy for their cause than for the defense of Destarra."

Safek shook his head. "Maybe that aspect is just, but what is happening is not. The Janden are not reclaiming their homeland - they are destroying it. They are doing what Margav did, pushing out all those who are not like them. They will slaughter anyone in their way. If Destarra falls, the people will be killed or enslaved."

"Even so-" Amos began. 

"I was in the first attack on Destarra.” It took a lot for Safek to say that, to admit to it. “When we broke into the city, we fought and we killed. I was everything a Janden warrior should be. I slew my foes. I fought beside my clan. But I got stranded there. I saw the people. I saw that they weren't just some enemy, something to be defeated and destroyed. I saw that they were people. And then... Tak, our chief, caught some of them beyond the walls. He slaughtered them as horrifically as possible. That is what Lytos is facing, what you might face next. I left them because I could not stand by and watch the destruction anymore. I want to help stop them, to find a way to end the blight and the shadows. I may not be able to speak for all humans, but I can speak for myself and those who are willing to fight for what is right. That is why we need your help."

Amos was silent, and Safek wondered if he had made any progress at all. But then the wild-kin spoke, his voice soft.

"The council has spoken, for now, but there may be a way to convince them. There are others you can reach through the ways: centaurs. If you can convince them, my people will see that as a sign that the cause is righteous. Signs matter to my people. Do this, and I may be able to convince my people in turn to join them in aiding you."

Safek nodded. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me. You still have to convince the centaurs, and their welcome may be even less kind than ours if you do this wrong."
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CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Thea was starting to think that she wasn't cut out for saving countries. Stealing things, yes. She’d shown she was good at that again and again. Occasionally killing bandits who thought that she was some helpless traveler, obviously. Anything to stave off the pain of her memories. 

But being a hero? Making a difference. Apparently not. Thea wasn’t even sure if it was possible to make a difference to the world. It was always still filled with pain.

Those memories came to her in the dark of her room. Memories of watching her family killed by raiders back when she'd been a girl. Memories of hiding and watching. Memories of going to the city and falling in with the gangs there. Memories of leaving, striking out on her own, taking on more elaborate thefts...

Each one had done something to assuage the pain she felt, however briefly. When she'd taken some bright bauble, she could distract herself. When she'd killed some bandit who dreamed of stealing everything she owned and then murdering her, she'd briefly felt like she'd done some good, something that might save someone else pain, down the line. 

But now, the pain was back. She'd failed, they'd all failed. They'd come to get the help of the wild-kin, and the stupid tree-dwellers had turned her and the others down flat. 

Thea laughed bitterly at that thought. What did she expect, going around trying to do the right thing? She wasn’t made for the right thing. She never had been.

Thea got off of the bed, because she couldn't be alone in there with her thoughts, couldn't be still. Life was about movement. Move on to the next theft, the next drink, the next lover, and nothing could ever catch up to her.

Right then, she moved out into the city of the wild-kin, under the starry night. It was actually a little strange seeing the stars, given the shadows that covered the skies back in Destarra. 

Thea started to wander, heading over in the direction of Safek and Polk's rooms. She actually knocked on Safek's door because... well, she wasn't sure why, except for the brief thought that he might be able to find a way to distract her. If she couldn't think of some way to distract herself with a large, muscular barbarian, she simply wasn't trying. 

Maybe, given those thoughts, and the destructive mood Thea was in tonight, it was a good thing that there was no answer. 

Thea briefly moved around to Polk's room, considered knocking, but then laughed at the thought. She couldn't imagine the knight and former guardsman doing anything but turning her away with a stern lecture. 

Thea kept walking, looking for anything that might distract her. She suspected that she probably wasn't meant to be out there in the city alone, and that the wild-kin’s guards wouldn’t take kindly to it, but Thea really didn't care. She simply slipped through the shadows, making sure that no one saw her. 

There was an art to moving unseen through a town, even one as strange as the wild-kin home city. It wasn't enough to flit from hiding place to hiding place like some third rate burglar, because that looked unnatural, the sudden movements all but certain to draw the eye. No, Thea had learned that the trick was to move slowly, to blend into the background. She walked with a casual air, as if she belonged in this place. Thea generally found that she could appear to belong anywhere if she tried hard enough. She still kept to the more shadowed areas, still moved on silent feet, but she didn't do anything that would attract the attention of any watchers. 

Thea wandered through the city, marveling at the strange structures and the way everything seemed to grow out of the trees. It was almost like the wild-kin had found a way to live in harmony with the forest, to become a part of it. It was beautiful in its own way, but nothing that could distract Thea for long. Harmony wasn’t really her thing.

Ahead, there was a tavern of sorts, or at least, a raised platform on which wild-kin were singing and dancing, drinking and feasting at round tables. That seemed like it might be more her thing. Life, light, possibly alcohol, not necessarily in that order. Thea pulled her hood up over her head and hung about on the fringes of it. She could move with sufficient grace to pass for one of their number here, although she didn't dare step out onto the dance floor fully. 

The fringes, Thea was always on the fringes. Wherever she went, she found admirers, obviously, because people weren't blind, and in certain specialized circles people might talk with awe about the time she'd lifted the dragon's paw amulet from the small mage Gethen in his own hideout or how she'd turned somersaults through the Vern Brothers' infamous trapped corridor outside their vaults just because she could. But it wasn't as if anyone ever got close to her. It wasn't like she ever fit in anywhere. Fitting in meant caring about things, and Thea knew how easily that turned into more pain.

Thea moved to the bar of the place, stole a glass of something that sparkled like distilled moonlight, and moved on. 

In the morning, she and the others would have to go back to Lytos, have to head back towards Destarra. If he had any sense, Thea would take the opportunity to part from the other two then. Returning to the besieged city at the head of a relieving army was one thing. Returning to a city about to fall without any help was quite another. Probably, Polk and Safek would curse her for cutting out on them, but Thea could live with that. Maybe she would even be able to persuade them to come with her. 

And then... well, Thea hadn't thought that far ahead. Making plans was a surefire way to get trapped by something, whether it was friends, or responsibilities, or just the kind of big pit with spikes that a certain kind of bad guy liked to use to protect his hoarded wealth. It was important to live in the moment, to adapt to things as they came, and to absolutely not get attached to anyone.

Thea drank her drink. It tasted like moonlight too, which was odd, because she had no idea what moonlight tasted like until she drank it. 

There was another open-air space ahead. This one wasn't a tavern or, if it was, then it was a remarkably unsuccessful one, since it appeared to be completely empty. Stone pillars stood at intervals, although they appeared to be merely a framework to allow vines to climb up. Flowers bloomed there even in the dark, while further in, a statue stood, taller than Thea was, depicting a beautiful wild-kin woman covered in more flowers, her expression radiating peace and gentleness.

Thea knew a temple when she saw one, although the ones she typically stole from had rather more blood on the altars, and rather more lurid depictions of their gods. That, or they were the staid things in the cities of Lytos, dedicated to all the gods and none, formal in their architecture and watched over by sleepy old priests who were generally so poor Thea had even been known to contribute to the collection plates out of pity rather than filching from them. 

She moved forward into the temple. There was a kind of shrine before the statue, with small offerings set there. A jade flower sat atop that shrine, perhaps as some kind of symbol. 

Thea wasn't someone who knelt in the presence of authority except at sword point, but she still sat there in front of the shrine, hoping to feel... she wasn't sure what. Some kind of peace, she hoped. Some sense that there was a point to all of this. That there was a reason she'd been sent on some mad quest, only to fail horribly.

"Is this all the will of the gods?" Thea asked the statue aloud. "Is there some kind of plan to all of this, or is this all some stupid game you all play with us?"

She half wondered if it would answer. It wouldn’t be the strangest thing to happen so far in all of this.

Briefly, Thea thought of the bard Theron. If she hadn't run into him in an inn in Destarra, he wouldn't have stolen her gold while she was trying to steal from him in return. If he hadn't done that, she wouldn't have chased him, and that wouldn't have attracted the attention of the guards. They wouldn't have been imprisoned, and so Thea would have been well clear of the city when the invasion came. Thea wondered if that was the will of the gods too.

"I guess my life will have provided you with no end of laughs at my expense. I’m sure you found the death of my family particularly funny." 

She knew that she ought to turn around then and head back to her room. She ought to leave this place in peace, ought to go back to Destarra and try to find something else that might help to save a few lives in the city. 

She ought to do a lot of things, but then, Thea had never been very good with what she ought to do. She reached out, picking up the jade flower. She ought to put it back, but again, ought was a problem. She wasn't going to. 

She'd tried being a hero, and she wasn't very good at it, so maybe it was time to go back to being a thief for a while.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

It was still dark when King Aldus woke, not that it meant anything, with the shadows covering the skies. He woke suddenly, jolted into wakefulness by something, sitting up in bed and then almost crying out with the pain of doing it thanks to his injuries.

What was it? What had woken him like that? Every instinct he had as a warrior was screaming at him that he needed to be ready.

A second later, he heard the blaring horns and the alarm bells down somewhere in the city. Fear filled Aldus, not for himself, but for his city. Were the Janden making another assault?

Aldus struggled to get out of bed, leaning on his sheathed sword to do it. He threw on hose beneath his nightshirt, grabbed boots, and hobbled to the door. 

"What is happening?" he demanded of the guards standing outside the bedroom. 

The guards gave him blank looks, but a servant was already running forward, up the stairs that led to Aldus' chambers. The man was out of breath as he reached the king, but Aldus could see the urgency written on his face. 

"What is it?" Aldus demanded. "Another attack? Are the Janden breaking through?"

"Not... yet... your... majesty," the servant gasped out, gulping in air. 

Aldus forced himself to wait. "Take a breath, man, then tell me all of it."

The servant nodded. After a moment, he seemed able to breathe again. 

"There is a mob, your majesty. A mob of your subjects, trying to open the northern gate to the city. Your guardsmen and the king's guard are holding them off, but they don't know how long they can keep them back."

Aldus cursed under his breath. This was the last thing he needed right now. He had enough on his plate dealing with the Janden siege and his own injuries without having to deal with a mob of angry citizens. 

Aldus felt a wave of disbelief wash over him. Why would his own subjects attack the city gates? What could have possibly caused this sudden uprising? 

He knew the answers to that. Hunger, fear, the feeling that it was inevitable that eventually, the Janden would breach the walls of the city again, and this time, they would kill everyone within. They thought that if they opened the gates and surrendered, the Janden might spare them. Or perhaps they just couldn’t stand the pressure of the siege.

"Send a messenger to the captain of the guard," he ordered. "Tell him to hold the line at all costs. I'll be... no, all of that is too slow. I'll go."

There was no time to waste in this, no time to don armor or even dress in royal finery. Aldus simply grabbed his crown from where it sat on a velvet cushion in his rooms, limping back in the direction of the stairs as quickly as he could.

"Your majesty, is it safe for you to go down there without armor?" one of his guards asked. 

"Given that there have been three assassination attempts against me in the last month, I'm probably as safe down there as I am anywhere in the castle," Aldus snapped back. "You have a horse waiting for me when I reach the courtyard. There's no way I can walk all the way to the city's northern gate."

The guards fell silent, clearly knowing that the king was right. It was a dangerous time, and no one was safe. Aldus descended the stairs as quickly as he could, leaning on his sword all the time, knowing that there wasn't any time to waste. 

As he reached the courtyard, Aldus saw a horse waiting for him. The horse was tall and black, its eyes wild, its neck corded with exertion, one leg kicking up dirt and stone as it moved. Ordinarily, Aldus would have looked magnificent atop such a steed, but now, in his nightclothes, with a servant having to help him into the saddle, he suspected that he just looked faintly ridiculous. 

It didn't matter, not when there was so little time to save his city. Aldus kicked his horse forward, ignoring the pain that came with every jolt of the saddle as he rode hard towards the northern gate to the city and the waiting mob.

As King Aldus approached the northern gate, he could hear the sounds of chaos and panic. The mob was growing louder, more frenzied, and it was all he could do to keep his mount under control as he rode closer. He could see his soldiers, the watch, and the king's guard all valiantly holding the line behind a series of makeshift barricades, but Aldus knew that they needed him. 

He urged his horse on, determined to get to the heart of the matter before it was too late. The situation was worse than he had feared. If Aldus didn't intervene soon, the mob would break through the guards holding them back and open the gates. 

If they did that, the Janden would pour in to slaughter everyone inside Destarra. 

It didn't matter then that Aldus wasn't wearing armor, it didn't matter that he'd charged down here alone. All that mattered was trying to stop that from happening.

"Hold!" he called out, in his most commanding voice, the word echoing around the space in front of the gate. "Hold, in the name of... well, me."

Aldus saw people looking around at him, taking him in. They were just ordinary people, men and women of the city, most of them grubby and thin with starvation. The weapons they held... well, half of them weren't even really weapons, just tools, things that they'd picked up because they didn't have anything else. There were hammers there and scythes, pitchforks and plenty of eating daggers. 

Without his armor, Aldus didn't want to think about what all those things would do to his flesh. 

Yet, it seemed to Aldus that wearing his armor would have been a mistake then. It would have marked him as just another enemy to fight. Now, as ridiculous as he looked, as injured as he was, he was able to catch the attention of the crowd. 

"It's the king," one of them called out. 

"The king? What's he doing here?"

Aldus knew that this was his moment. "I'm here to stop you all from making a mistake. You want to open that gate? Well, I say that if you do that, you'll doom this city and everyone in it."

"That's what you say," a woman called out. "But what do you know about doom? What do you know about pain? You've not been starving in this siege like us. All you've done these past weeks is look down from your castle towers, pining for that daughter of yours while the rest of us suffered."

Aldus grimaced at that. At the thought of his people starving or hurt down in the city. But he wasn't going to let the things that the woman had said stand without him answering them. 

"What do I know about pain?" he said. He gestured to his injured body. "I was hit by a falling tree. I can barely walk without agony. And yes, I've been grieving my daughter's loss. Wouldn't anyone here? But it's worse than that, because without Meredith, this kingdom is doomed to perpetual blight and shadow. My daughter is gone, my body is broken, and my kingdom is under attack. I've had to watch people, good people, killed by the Janden."

He looked around at the crowd then. 

"You want to open the gates?" he called out to them. "An army is waiting just beyond them. An army that will pour in like a flood and wash all of you away!"

"They don't care about the likes of us," a man in the crowd called back. 

"No," Aldus agreed. "They don't care. They don't care about your lives, about your pleas for mercy, about anything you might offer. Because they know that they can take anything they wish from you, including your lives. They kill anyone who tries to flee Destarra. What do you think they'll do when the city falls?"

He gave them a moment to think of the worst things they could imagine, then answered the question for them.

"They will kill, and keep killing. Perhaps that blood lust will only last a few days, or perhaps it will go on until everyone in the city is dead. The Janden are here to take this kingdom, which means that everyone who isn't one of them will either die or be enslaved by them."

"Better to live under their rule than to starve to death!" a man called out. 

"If you think that, look at the spikes beyond the walls with the bodies of people like you," Aldus shot back.

"We can't go on like this," a woman insisted. 

"No," Aldus agreed, "we can't. Which is why, later today, these gates will be opening."

Aldus heard gasps from those around him. They obviously thought that he planned to surrender to the Janden. 

"But I will be the only one walking through them."
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

"I don't like this," Polk said in a grim tone, as they approached the stone that would transport them to another part of the Wester Isle, one where the centaurs roamed freely. 

"You don't like anything," Thea pointed out. "You are the dourest killjoy I've ever met by a distance, and I once stole from a man who used to kill bards just for singing." She paused for a moment, as if considering some of her previous encounters with singers. "Although frankly, some bards deserve everything they get."

"Do you ever stop talking?" Safek demanded. He looked over to Polk with slightly more worry. "What is it you don't like?"

"Centaurs," Polk said, with a visible shudder. "I don't like the fact that this involves centaurs."

The three of them were getting closer to the stone. This one wasn't just a roughhewn lump of rock, though, the way the one back near Destarra had been. Instead, this one had been carved into an incredibly lifelike depiction of a centaur rearing on his hind legs. Just the sight of it like that made Polk shudder once more. 

Several of the wild-kin were there, seeing them off, or perhaps just making sure that the three of them went, rather than heading back into the tree city to cause trouble. Amos was there among them, the chancellor of the wild-kin council looking on with his golden eyes. 

"I assure you, Polk, the centaurs will not harm you," Amos said with a calm voice. "We have a good relationship with them. They are our allies."

Polk couldn't help but feel a sense of unease as he looked at the wild-kin around him. They were strange, unpredictable creatures, and even their leaders were not to be trusted entirely. Amos had promised that, if Polk, Safek and Thea could get the aid of the centaurs, he would reconsider bringing the wild-kin to the aid of Destarra. 

He knew that they needed the centaurs' aid if they were to have any hope of defeating the Janden, but at what cost? He glanced over at Thea, who seemed completely unfazed by the wild-kin's presence. She was always so reckless, so eager to throw herself into danger without a second thought. That, or to run from it. Polk still wasn't used to working with such strange allies as a thief and a barbarian, but he had to admit that he wouldn't have gotten this far without them.

"Place your hands upon the stone," Amos said. 

Safek and Thea stepped up to it swiftly, placing their hands there. They almost touched as they did so, and Thea shifted her hand away, making sure that it didn't happen. They looked over to Polk, and he touched the statue reluctantly, still shuddering at the depiction of the centaur there. 

This time, there was no touching runes in order. There was no walking three times around the statue. Amos simply said a few words in a curiously melodic language whose words seemed to shift as Polk listened. 

He, Safek and Thea were standing on another pathway, similar to the one they'd walked along to reach the lands of the wild-kin. Again, Polk had the sense that stepping from the path would be very bad indeed for them. He tried to contain his worries and started to walk along it. 

"You still haven't told us what your problem is with centaurs," Safek said, as they walked.

Polk shuddered again at the thought of them. "I saw one once. They're beasts, half-mad, given over to chaos and violence."

"And yet we're walking straight towards their homeland," Thea observed. "That doesn't sound like a good idea."

"It isn't," Polk said. "But we don't have a choice. Not if Amos really will only give us help if we can convince the centaurs."

"That is what he said," Safek replied. "He said... many things."

"It sounds as though the two of you had a very cozy chat," Thea said, with obvious disdain. "Although he's probably lying about everything."

"You don't know that," Safek snapped at her. 

Thea shrugged. "People lie. It's what they do. Like Polk's lying about seeing a centaur."

Polk's eyes narrowed. "There are some things I wouldn't lie about."

Some of the horror he felt at the memory, or maybe just the anger he felt at the accusation, must have carried through into his voice, because Thea gave him a thoughtful look, glancing back towards him. 

"I suppose there would be." She started to take another step without looking, and Safek caught her arm.

"Don't step off the path."

Thea glanced down to where her foot was hovering just above the space beyond the path. She put her foot down pointedly back on the silvery space of it, pulled clear of Safek's grip, then kept walking like nothing had happened. 

It seemed to Polk that, in some ways, she was getting worse. She'd been prickly and chaotic from the moment he'd met her, but those things only seemed to have intensified as they'd traveled. 

Thea had saved Polk's life several times now, but even so, she worried him. A part of him wondered what was so broken in her that she didn't trust anyone, what it was that made her act like this, alternately throwing herself into the arms of the world as if expecting it to catch her and lashing out at it.

He knew better than to ask, though. As Thea had said, everybody lied.

As they walked further along the path, Polk couldn't help but feel a sense of unease grow within him. The air felt different here, heavy with a sense of impending danger that seemed to seep into his bones. He could hear strange sounds in the distance, the whinnying of horses mixed with the sound of heavy hooves pounding against the ground. 

It occurred to Polk that he still hadn't told the others why he feared the centaurs so much. 

"I saw a centaur," he repeated. "Back when I was a boy. I don't know where it came from. Maybe it slipped through a way like this. A friend and I were out in the woods near Destarra. We both wanted to be knights. We would practice with wooden swords and run through the forests, pretending we were fighting bandits." 

"A crossbow is better for bandits," Thea observed, absently. 

"Do you want to hear this or not?" Polk shot back. 

Thea stopped, sitting there on the path with nothingness to either side, as casually as if she were sitting on the grass of a forest glade. "Go on, then."

"We found the centaur," Polk said. "It was huge, as muscular as Safek in its human half, a big black stallion in its horse half. When we saw it, we could only stare at it. That's when it caught our scent. It charged us."

Polk could still remember the fear he'd felt in that moment. 

"I managed to get up a tree, but Lyle was slower. He... the centaur knocked him to the ground. It stood over him. It... it crushed his head with its hooves."

The pain of that moment was still there, under the surface. More pain than Polk had imagined might still be within him after all this time. He screwed his eyes shut, trying to push it back. 

He opened them again when he felt Thea's hand on his shoulder. To his surprise, she was standing right in front of him, looking him in the eye with obvious concern.

"The old things hurt the most," she said. "The things we think we can run away from."

"And how do you deal with it?" Polk asked. 

Thea hesitated for a moment. For a second, Polk thought that he might get some real answers out of her. Then she grinned. "Mostly, I just run away faster."

As if to illustrate her point, Thea turned and ran along the path, not slowing down until she disappeared. Polk looked over to Safek, who sighed and then set off after her. 

A few more steps and Polk reappeared in the world, still under a sky that had no shadows in it. The trees here, though, seemed to be suffering from the same blight that filled Lytos, their leaves tumbling to the ground, their trunks twisted. 

"This must be the land of the centaurs," Safek said. He picked up one of the fallen leaves. "It seems that they have problems of their own."

"I wonder if the wild-kin know about this," Polk said. 

Safek shrugged. "Maybe. Either way, it might make it easier to convince them to help. If they are suffering as Lytos is suffering, we might be able to persuade them that we have a common cause."

Polk hoped so, but he still didn't feel confident that there was anything that might persuade centaurs not to simply be killers. 

"Which way?" he asked. The sounds of hooves had gone now that they were back in the real world, as if it had only been there to remind them that they were heading to the centaurs' home. 

"There are tracks here," Safek said. 

The tracks didn't look like much, just scuff marks in the dirt, but Polk knew better than to argue with a barbarian who had lived his whole life in the wilds of the south about something like that. 

"This way," Safek said. He set off, and Polk followed, with Thea wandering alongside. 

In spite of Polk's fears, they had to find the centaurs.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

"There have been more deserters," Tak said, sitting in his tent while Lyra knelt at his feet. It was impossible to keep the anger out of his voice. Enough that he saw her tremble. 

Tak put a hand on her shoulder. "You think that I plan to hurt you?"

Lyra looked up at him. The fire was still there in her eyes, but there was fear there too. 

"No, my lord," she said quietly. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to upset you."

Tak sighed. "I'm not upset with you, Lyra. Merely with the cowards who run. We kill the ones we catch, but more left in the night."

"I'm sure you'll find a way to deal with them," Lyra said. "Remember, my chief, that you do not just rule with fear. You rule because you provided your people with a vision. You need to remind them of that vision."

Tak nodded. Lyra had a point. 

"I will go out to them and remind them that these are our lands," Take said. "I will remind them that we are destined to hold these lands, that we will stand in this place, not just as conquerors, but as those who have regained their rightful place. First, though, I hunger. What food is there?"

Lyra looked down at her hands, her fingers fidgeting nervously in her lap. 

"The hunters have returned with nothing today."

"Nothing?" Tak found his voice rising. 

"And our allies have taken too much," Lyra said. "Our stores are running low."

Tak cursed then. He had told the nobles and the mercenaries that his hunters would help to supply them with food, but that was a different thing to them eating so much that there was nothing left for the Janden. 

Tak stood, taking up his sword and heading for the flap of the tent. 

"Where are you going, my chief?" Lyra asked. 

Tak looked back at her, watching her shiver beneath the intensity of his expression. 

"I am going to remind our allies of the limits of our alliance."

He stalked from the tent, out through the encampment. His fury felt so intense that it was radiating from him in waves, making the people around him step back out of his way. The fury kept him warm, too, against the cold of the falling snow.

He strode in the direction of the mercenary encampment. And it was still a separate encampment, in spite of Tak's best efforts. The mercenaries of the city-states were still keeping their distance from his men, still guarding their perimeter as if the Janden were a foe to be kept out. 

Perhaps Tak shouldn't have expected generations of hatred to be put aside so easily, not when the mercenaries of the city-states spent most of their time guarding caravans against attacks by Tak's people. 

That thought only added fuel to the fire of his anger. It meant that he found himself hoping that the mercenaries would try to stop him from entering their camp so he could take out his wrath on them.

Tak reached the edge of the mercenary camp and saw the guards staring at him warily, their hands on their swords. Tak walked up to them, his hand on the hilt of his own sword.

"I want to speak to your commander," Tak said, his voice cold and menacing. "Now."

The guards hesitated, but then one of them stepped forward. "Our commander is busy right now, but I can take you to him later. In the meantime, I must ask you to leave."

Tak fixed him with a glare. "I am Tak of the Janden. I became their chief by cutting down the chiefs of the Snake Clan, the Poisoned Tree, and the Wolves, all at the same time. I have an army at my back. Stand aside, or I will cut you down where you stand."

The mercenaries looked over at one another. Tak saw the one he'd spoken to swallow nervously. Finally, he stepped back to let Tak pass. 

As he entered the camp, he noticed the mercenaries eyeing him warily, hands resting on their weapons. Tak strode through the camp, his eyes scanning for their leader, Valtor. Thankfully, his foppish, silken tent wasn't hard to find. 

He was a little surprised to find a knight in armor standing outside it, more suited to the camp of the rebel nobles than to the mercenaries. The man moved to intercept Tak. 

"Lord Grant has said that he does not wish to be disturbed. Especially not by some-"

Tak struck the man, felling him with a single punch so that the knight toppled like a fallen tree. He pushed aside the tent flaps and stepped inside. 

Valtor was in there, sitting at a camp table, his mustache waxed, his silks covered by a warm coat against the cold. Lord Grant stood opposite, drinking wine from a goblet. He looked around at Tak as he entered. 

"What is the meaning of this?" Lord Grant demanded, his voice betraying his annoyance.

Tak ignored him and turned to Valtor. "Your men are taking too much of our food," he growled. 

"They're taking as much as they need," Valtor said. 

Lord Grant didn't look happy. "My man-"

"Your man is lucky I didn't cut his throat," Tak snapped at him. "What are you even doing here, Lord Grant?"

"Perhaps I just wished to visit my ally," the noble said. 

Tak wasn't going to let the noble lie to him. "Are the two of you plotting? Planning to switch sides?"

"I was merely assuaging some of Lord Grent's concerns," Valtor said. He hadn't risen yet. Unlike the noble, he appeared at ease. Perhaps he thought that the men of his encampment would protect him. 

"What concerns?" Tak demanded. 

"Concerns about you," Lord Grent replied, with a slight sneer. "Do you think I and my men like fighting alongside a barbarian who not only slaughters women and children, but kills his own men? Who plans to conquer lands I grew up on? Who offers us, not our existing lands, but a chance to go and try to conquer the lands of the wild-kin? Whose so-called hunters barely provide any food for our campfires?"

Tak seethed. He drew his sword in one movement, slamming it into the camp table, cutting it in half. 

"Remember your place in all this, noble. Your Lord Antonio is useful to me because he can help me to stop this blight, but you are not."

"You dare threaten me?" Lord Grant said. 

"I am saying that you should remember that there are consequences to your actions."

Lord Grant scoffed, setting down his goblet. "And what consequences might those be? You seem to forget that we have an entire camp of armed men at our disposal."

"And I have more," Tak said, simply. "Remember that, both of you. I have my people. I have my sword. And I have a righteous cause. Do not test me, Lord Grent. I assure you, the outcome will not be in your favor." 

"Tak, Tak," Valtor said, rising. "There is no need for us to fight. We are allies, after all."

"You are here because you are paid," Tak snapped. "What would you do if you were not?"

"I would return home with my men," Valtor said. His eyes narrowed. "And if you think to do to us what you did to your own deserters, that will not end well. We have been fighting the Janden for a long time."

"Do not test me, Valtor," Tak warned. He knew had to leave this tent, before he lost his temper and cut both of these fools down. "Neither of you should test my patience. Focus on our real foes instead."

He stepped out of the tent again, breathing hard. He half expected Valtor to follow him. If he did, Tak would probably cut him down. 

He started to stride back through the mercenary camp, back towards the tents of his people. A part of Tak half expected the mercenaries to attack him as he went, assuming that they could assassinate him and take control of the siege of Destarra that way. A part of Tak hoped that they would, simply so that he could be done with this. 

Done with it. They all needed to be done with this siege. Waiting had gotten them nothing but fractious infighting, hunger and desertion. When the city fell, when Tak's warriors could run wild through the streets, killing and looting as they went, then the Janden would start to believe in him again. His so-called allies would fall in line, or they would also fall before him. 

Everything would be simple once the city fell, and that meant that Tak couldn't wait much longer. He had to find a way to bring an end to this.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

"I don't like this place."

Thea wasn't sure what she'd expected from the lands of the centaurs. Happy, flower filled meadows, maybe. Expansive grasslands over which they could roam, as if they were just horses and not half-human. Maybe some grand city where, instead of houses, they had stables?

Thea hadn't been expecting a blighted forest, dark and foreboding. It was as if the very air was poisoned, the trees twisted and gnarled. 

"Maybe it's a good thing," Safek said. 

"How is this good?" Thea countered, gesturing to the twisted trees.

"Because they share in Lytos' pain. It may make it easier to persuade them that all of this affects them too. It may make it easier to persuade them to come to our aid."

Thea huffed, because she wasn't about to admit that the barbarian had a point about something. That would set far too dangerous a precedent. 

"Assuming they don't just kill us," Polk put in. That was more like it from the knight. Thea had found that, the more she expected the worst from people, the less it came as a surprise when they stabbed her in the back.

Not that Polk and Safek had shown any signs of doing it. If anything, they both seemed to trust her, even when things turned dangerous. It was actually a little disconcerting. 

Thea was still adjusting to the fact that she, Polk and Safek were here, when the plan had just been to go to the lands of the wild-kin and fetch them for Lytos' war against the Janden. The'd made it sound easy, inasmuch as a trip through magical pathways to find an ancient people and then return to the midst of a war could ever be easy. 

Now, they had to persuade the centaurs to persuade the wild-kin. Thea found herself wondering if there would be more stages. Would the centaurs insist that they gain the aid of some gnomes first, who would then insist that they went to... well, whoever was next on some endless list that would see the three of them traveling from place to magical place until long after the siege of Destarra was over?

For now, the three of them still had to find the centaurs. Thea and Polk were following Safek through the blighted forest, while the barbarian knelt every so often, staring at the tracks and signs, or whatever people did when they wanted to follow someone outside of a city. 

Thea would have been much more comfortable doing this in a city. At least in a city, she knew what to expect. She would have known who to talk to, how to skip from roof to roof and look down on the streets below, how to work out where people would want to go next. 

But out here, in the blighted forest, she didn't have the same skills. There were no locks to pick out here, no people to con into revealing information. She also couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched. That something was lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce. It made her skin crawl. 

"Safek, are you sure we're going the right way?" Polk asked, adjusting the strap on his sword.

Safek nodded, his lips pressed into a thin line. "Follow me. I can smell them."

Thea wrinkled her nose. She couldn't smell anything except the rotting trees and the damp earth. Still, she followed along. 

Thea caught a flash of movement there in the trees. 

"There," she said, pointing. 

Something ran away, and briefly, Thea caught a glimpse of a horse's hindquarters, flitting away through the woods. Thea's first instinct was to follow carefully, to not take any risks here. 

Apparently, Safek didn't have the same instinct. He took off at a loping run in the direction the centaur had gone. After a moment, Polk set off after him. 

"Idiots," Thea muttered, but she still followed the two of them. What did that say about her?

She ran through the forest after the others, dodging around tree trunks and skipping over roots the way she might have hopped over tripwires anywhere else. Thea couldn't keep the centaur in sight, but apparently, Safek was clear on the direction it had gone in, because he was still running. Thea just tried to keep up with him and Polk, hoping that the three of them weren't running headlong into danger. Not that Thea had much hope of that. The others did seem to have a knack of blundering straight into deadly situations.

The trees were thinning a little. There were flowers here, although they were wilting, leaves falling atop them. Once, Thea guessed that this would have been a small, flower-filled glade. Now, it was more like a scrap of blasted scrub land in the midst of the forest. Safek and Polk were standing there, both of them looking on with something like awe. 

A moment later, and Thea had the same feeling, although she liked to think that she hid it better than the other two. 

A centaur stood at the heart of the clearing. He was huge, his hindquarters those of a chestnut stallion, his human half muscled and naked above the waist except for swirls of blue paint adorning him in patterns that seemed to hint at the runes of the small magic. Not that Thea knew much about that. Perhaps the centaur just liked the designs.

It took her a second or two to realize that Polk wasn't just looking on with awe, but with actual fear. She thought back to the story he'd told her about his friend being killed by one of the centaurs. Thea had no doubt that he was thinking about that moment now, old fears filling him. 

Safek was trying to do the talking. Thea winced just at the thought of that. 

"Can you understand us?" he asked, then repeated it in a couple of different languages. "We mean you no harm. Can you take us to speak with your leaders?"

Safek stepped forward with his arms outstretched, well away from his weapons. Thea stayed back, watching the exchange with caution. The centaur regarded Safek with a steady gaze, his expression unreadable.

Safek stepped closer, his tone earnest. "We have come to ask for your aid. The city of Destarra is under siege, and we need your help to break it."

The centaur snorted, his nostrils flaring. He still hadn't said anything. 

"We have been sent as emissaries by Aldus, the king of Lytos," Safek said. Maybe he was doing a better job of talking to this creature than Thea had anticipated.

Or not. Even as Thea thought it, the centaur charged Safek.

Thea acted instinctively, pulling out her dagger and sprinting towards the centaur, who was rapidly closing in on Safek. She didn't have time to think about the consequences of her actions, only that she needed to protect the barbarian from the stupidity of his own actions. 

She was too slow. The centaur slammed into Safek, sending him sprawling. Safek rolled, coming up, his sword in his hand. 

Thea closed in on the centaur, her dagger outstretched. He was quick, though, and sidestepped her easily. She spun around to face him, but he was already charging again, his hooves thundering on the ground.

Polk was shouting something, but Thea couldn't hear him over the noise. She backed away, looking for an opening. The centaur was too big, too fast. She was outmatched, and she knew it. Thea had to throw herself aside to avoid the charge. 

"Thea!" Safek cried out and started forward towards the centaur, but the creature was too fast, kicking out with a powerful hind leg. The blow struck him in the chest, knocking him back to the ground, and this time he didn't just roll back up. The centaur stood over him then, rearing up, and Thea knew that it planned to crush him with its hooves, to kill him in the most brutal way possible. 

Polk was there then, running in, sliding in under the path of the centaur's hooves. His sword was in his hands, held two-handed. He thrust up with it, spearing it into the centaur's body, up through it. Thea was no expert on centaur anatomy, but she had no doubt that a thrust like that would hit something vital. 

The centaur screamed, a sound that seemed to shake the very trees around them. It stumbled back, Polk's sword still buried deep inside its chest. Thea rushed forward, grabbing hold of Safek's arm and pulling him up to his feet. They all stood there, watching as the centaur staggered around, blood pouring from the wound in its chest.

Then, with a final cry, the creature fell to the ground, dead.

They all stood there for a moment, catching their breath, watching as the blood seeped into the ground. Thea glanced over at Polk, who walked over to the fallen centaur, pulling his blade from the creature's body. 

Even as he did so, horns sounded around them, and figures started to emerge from the forest. A ring of centaurs encircled Thea and the others, male and female, clad in a mixture of clothing and scraps of armor. Some carried axes, spears and bows, while others were simply large and strong enough that they would be able to kill the three of them with ease. 

Thea looked over to Polk. "Now you've done it."
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Aldus knew that he might die today. 

He was no longer as bothered by that as he might have been as a young man, though. After all the battles he'd been in throughout his life, after all the foes he'd slain, death was almost like an old friend. 

What bothered him was the thought of what might happen to his city, his kingdom, his people. It broke his heart that his daughter was gone, taken by Zander, it made his soul ache that Destarra was surrounded by the barbarians of the Janden. It was even worse that they'd found allies from among his own nobles. 

But the thought of his people starving in the streets was worse than almost all of it. If it had been a gang of thugs in the pay of the imprisoned Lord Antonio trying to open the gates, Aldus wouldn't have hesitated to order them cut down to keep the city safe, but the people who had been trying to open the gates had just been ordinary people. Desperate people. 

Aldus dressed carefully for what was to come. He didn't wear armor. That would send the wrong message, and probably encourage the Janden to cut him down. Instead, Aldus put on regal robes, the colors of his kingdom prominently displayed. He carried his sword at his side, a symbol of his authority, but it was sheathed and he had no intention of using it unless absolutely necessary, except as a crutch to lean on. 

He knew that he was going to have to be careful. He didn't want to be seen as a threat, but he also wanted to be able to fight back if the Janden tried to strike him down. 

Aldus made his way to the city gates, riding as he had ridden before, flanked by a small group of guards he hoped were loyal. Aldus could see the damage that had been done by the siege all around. The edges of the city walls, which had been built to last, had been battered. The king had ordered repairs to be made, but now he could see that repairs alone wouldn't be enough to get the city back to where it had been before. Destarra's defenses were crumbling.

In the streets, the people cleaning up the destruction were stooped and weary. Their clothes were torn and stained, and many shivered in the cold of the falling snow. They wandered like ghosts through the streets, clutching makeshift weapons and silent. They wept for the dead in the streets. They wept for their city. They wept for the fallen kingdom.

Aldus hoped to show them that the kingdom wasn't done quite yet. 

He and his guards rode through the streets, down to the gates. They pushed their way through the crowds of desperate people who were still gathered too close to the gates. Aldus suspected that they didn't have anywhere else to go. Or perhaps they were just there to see that he kept his word. 

Carefully, slowly, Aldus dismounted. Even doing that hurt, with his injuries, but it was better to be at ground level for this, better to be something other than a distant king, glimpsed only on horseback. 

"My people," he said. "Earlier today, I told you that I would open the gates of the city, but that I would be the only one to go through them."

His words boomed through the space in front of the gates, silencing the chatter of the crowd. 

"I mean to keep my word," Aldus said. 

He held his sword out, hilt first, in a sign of peace. "I come to negotiate with the Janden. I come to find a way to end this siege and restore peace to our land."

Not that the Janden could be negotiated with. He knew that they would simply demand surrender. Aldus had to try to find something to end this siege, though. 

There was a murmur of disbelief from the crowd, but Aldus held up a hand for silence.

"I know that many of you have been hurt by this war," he said, his voice low and steady. "You have lost loved ones, you have lost homes and possessions. But we must remember that we are all still one people, one kingdom. We must remember that our strength comes from our unity, not from our division."

Aldus waited for his words to sink in before continuing. "We cannot let this siege continue. Every day, you starve and die, people who never chose to take up arms. The Janden are our enemies, that is true, and we cannot simply throw open the gates to them, because that would be a still greater harm to all of you."

"What are you going to do?" a woman called out.

"For the sake of our people. I will do everything in my power to end this war and stop the threat of the Janden, but I need your help. I need you to trust me."

He looked out at the sea of faces before him, willing them to believe in him. He knew that it was a tall order. After all, he had failed them before by allowing his daughter to be taken and his kingdom to fall into ruin. But he refused to give up hope.

"I will walk out from the city, and I will speak with the Janden. I will find a way to settle this that costs no more of the blood of ordinary people, and I will do it alone."

"Your majesty," one of his guards said. "Going out alone is suicide! We should go with you. We should-"

"You will remain here," Aldus said. "If the entire Janden army tried to kill me, what could you do, other than die alongside me?"

Aldus glanced at the guard, his eyes hardening. "No, I must do this alone. I must show them that I am willing to put myself in harm's way to end this war. That I am willing to risk everything, even my own life, for the sake of our people."

The guard opened his mouth to argue, but Aldus silenced him with a look. "I am the king, and I give this order. You will stay here and guard the city. Protect our people, and wait for my return. Now, open the gate."

The guards looked reluctant. Aldus could understand why. There were so many things that could go wrong with this. Aldus could die. The people within the city could rush out, determined to try to escape the siege. The Janden could see the open gate as an invitation, and charge. Aldus could only hope that this went the way he wanted. 

If he was cut down, what then? He had no obvious successor. Perhaps it would mean that his people fought twice as hard. Perhaps Lord Antonio would find a way to seize power, even from his dungeon cell. 

Perhaps that would even be a good thing when he was the one in league with Tak. He might be able to negotiate a peaceful end to this where Aldus couldn't. 

Slowly, the gate creaked open, revealing the now snowy landscape beyond, thick flakes of it falling from the shadowy sky, months before it would normally have done so. Aldus took a deep breath and stepped forward, leaning on his sheathed sword to aid him as he walked. 

Aldus felt as though all the eyes in the world were on him as he did it. The people of the city stared at him from behind, while he was sure that the Janden were watching closely now as a lone figure stepped out towards them. 

Aldus could see the spots where arrows had fallen, so that he had a good idea of just how far the Janden could shoot. He stopped a pace or two out of arrow range, took a deep breath, and then stepped forward a few more paces.

The snow crunched under Aldus' boots as he walked towards the Janden's camp. He could see their tents in the distance, the flickering of fires, and the shadowy shapes of soldiers moving about. 

Aldus knew how easy it would be for him to die doing this. A party of Janden might ride out to cut him down, or seize him as a prisoner to kill in some horrific way. A nervous archer might put an arrow through his heart or his throat. 

Aldus made a point of not showing the fear he felt. Instead, he stood there, well inside arrow range, his crown perched atop his head, his sword dug into the snow in front of him. It pained him, but he stood there, determined to show no sign of weakness. 

He stood there, and waited for the Janden to either kill him, or decide that he was interesting enough for them to talk to.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

"I can kill him. I have an easy shot."

Tak slapped down the bow of the Janden warrior, then slapped the warrior for good measure, sending him sprawling. 

"If I wanted him dead like that, don't you think I'd be the one firing the arrow? No one is to kill him without my orders." Tak saw some of the mercenaries starting to take up crossbows. He raised his voice loud enough for them to hear, loud enough for everyone to hear. "And kill any man who tries to kill him before I give the command."

Tak briefly wondered why he hadn't given that order already. Slaying the king of this place would help to destroy the city's morale. No doubt it would also do wonders for his relations with the rebel lords of this place, cementing them as his allies by giving them exactly what they wanted. 

But Tak had other plans. Besides, he was intrigued. He looked out over the lines of his forces. He could see the mercenary captain Valtor speaking with Lord Grent. Tak was growing tired of those two plotting together. Individually, the rebel lords were not a threat. Nor were the mercenaries of the city-states. But together? Tak believed that the Janden could take them if they needed to, but that would weaken his people far too much. 

Tak strode over there. Valtor and Grant quickly went silent when they saw him approaching.

"What are the two of you whispering about?" Tak asked, folding his arms across his chest.

Valtor was the first to speak. "Just discussing battle strategy, Tak."

"Is that so?" Tak replied, eyeing them both suspiciously. "And what strategy would that be?"

Grant finally spoke up. "We were discussing the possibility of simply seizing King Aldus and using him to force the city to capitulate."

Tak shook his head. "That will not work."

"As I was explaining to Lord Grent," Valtor said. "The city would keep fighting without the king. There is a risk that they would even fight harder for it."

Tak wondered if the mercenary really had been arguing that, or if he was merely saying it because he could see that Tak wasn't going to be swayed. 

"Lord Antonio would want the king captured, perhaps even killed," Lord Grent insisted. 

"I do not see Lord Antonio here, giving orders," Tak replied. He gestured to the spot where King Aldus stood, out on the open ground between the surrounding armies and the city. "What do you think he wants?"

Lord Grent snorted. "I would have thought that was obvious, even to a barbarian like you. He seeks to negotiate terms of surrender for the city."

"And what terms would you consider to be fair?" Tak asked the noble. 

Lord Grant hesitated for a moment before answering. "We demand the city to provide us with a tribute of gold and resources. In return, we will spare the lives of the city's inhabitants and allow the city to continue its existence under our rule."

"Our rule?" Tak said. "I have told you before what will happen when the city falls. I will rule. My people will take this kingdom. You may keep your lands and serve, or you may try to seek new lands in the kingdom of the wild-kin."

Lord Grant narrowed his eyes. "And what of Lord Antonio? Will he have a place in your new kingdom?"

Tak smirked. "I will consider it. Your rebellious lords have proven themselves to be useful allies thus far."

Valtor spoke up again. "If I may interject, Tak. It would be wise to consider offering a pardon to those loyal to the king who lay down their arms and swear fealty to you. It would strengthen your legitimacy as ruler and subdue any potential rebellions."

Tak smirked again. "Is that how things are done in the city-states? When you squabble among yourselves, are things settled with pardons and pretty words?"

Valtor's face reddened at the insult, but he quickly composed himself. "It is simply a suggestion, Tak. We all want this campaign to end as quickly and with as little bloodshed as possible."

Tak grunted. "Bloodshed is inevitable. And I will not offer pardons to those who have shown themselves to be my enemies." He turned to Lord Grent. "Your terms are accepted. But I will not spare the lives of any who resist."

"And what if that is the price of the city opening its gates?"

Tak considered that. "If they surrender, then so be it. But I will make it clear to them that resistance will only lead to their deaths. My people are the Janden. We will take whatever we wish from these lands. Any who try to stop that will die."

Tak turned and walked away from the two men, satisfied with the worried looks of the mercenary captain and the nobleman. 

The conversation had confirmed something that Tak already suspected: that the two men were fools. They thought that King Aldus of Lytos had come out into open like that just to surrender his city. To beg for mercy from Tak, when Tak had no reason to offer it. Aldus would know that if he opened the gates of the city, the Janden would pour in, and there would be no restraining them. Those who were not killed would be enslaved. If Lord Grant believed otherwise... well, he could join those being slain if it came to it. 

For now, though, King Aldus continued to stand out there in the middle of no man's land, the snow falling gently around him. 

He looked so determined, standing there, leaning on his sword while trying not to make it obvious that he needed it. It was clear that the man had been injured, but he stood there anyway, as solid as an oak. 

Tak could almost admire that, the way he could admire the fact that the man had come out here without armor, obviously knowing that it would do him no good if the full might of the Janden decided to kill him.

Tak could see the determination on his face. It was not the expression of a man who was planning to surrender. 

Tak made a decision. Slowly, he started to walk out from the lines of his people, his feet crunching in the snow. Several of his men made to follow him, but Tak waved them back.

It occurred to Tak as he walked that it would be easy for one of the mercenaries to put a crossbow bolt in his back, or for one of Lord Grent's men to shoot at him with a long bow. Even some of the Janden might want to kill him at this point, the ones who still thought of themselves as separate tribes, who resented being brought to this land, who maybe even thought that they might make a better chief than Tak. 

In that moment, Tak knew just how King Aldus must have felt, walking out to the spot where he currently stood. Maybe Aldus had picked that spot deliberately. Maybe he wanted Tak to feel this. 

If he was hoping that Tak would show any hint of fear, though, he would be sorely disappointed. Tak was not afraid. He had faced death countless times before, and he would face it again if need be. Tak was not afraid. He was angry. Angry that these people had dared to resist the might of the Janden, angry that they had the audacity to think they could hold out against him. 

Tak paused a little way from Aldus, looking him up and down. He looked tired, and in pain, older than Tak expected, too. Yet there was something about his eyes that suggested that this was not a man to trifle with. He was a warrior to his bones, far more of one than Lord Grant or Valtor could be.

It occurred to Tak that he could step forward even now and cut the king down. He could kill him, one on one, in front of both his army and the city. He could destroy this man who stood at the heart of the defense. 

But that wouldn't end the siege, and Tak needed the siege to end. His men were cold and hungry, fighting among themselves, liable to break into factions at any moment. Tak had the feeling that this moment had the potential to end all of this, and he wasn't going to waste it that way. 

Instead, he stood in front of the king, mirroring his pose.

"King Aldus of Lytos, I am Tak of the Janden. If you want to talk to someone, talk to me."
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

So, this was the chief of the Janden. 

Aldus considered the man in front of him, every inch a huge Janden warrior, muscled and cruel, clad in scale armor, a curved blade at his side. This was his foe, the one who had brought so much misery to his kingdom. 

Aldus felt a surge of anger course through him - anger at Tak and anger at himself for being in this position. He had never wanted to find his kingdom in this kind of danger. He had never wanted to have to stand here, facing a barbarian who wanted to destroy everything he held dear.

Aldus knew that he had to be careful here. One wrong word, one false move, and everything could end in an instant. 

He had to be diplomatic.

"Chief Tak," Aldus said, addressing the Janden directly. "I am glad to have the opportunity to speak with you. I understand that we are enemies, but I believe that dialogue is always preferable to violence."

Tak snorted. "Dialogue? You think that words can change anything? Do not lie to me, king of the Lyt. I can see the violence in your eyes. I know that you are a warrior. I know that you long to kill me."

Aldus sighed. "You're right. A part of me longs to strike you down. A year ago, I would have challenged you to single combat. Even now, I wonder if I could draw this blade and cut you down."

"You would die in the attempt," Tak said, without feeling. His hand didn't shift on his sword. His stance didn't shift, ready to fight. If he had reacted in any way, perhaps Aldus would have struck at him. 

"Perhaps it would be worth it," Aldus said. "I am a king. If giving my life will save my people, I will give it gladly."

Aldus actually considered it. If he cut Tak down, what would happen then? Would the Janden withdraw from the city, or would they fight harder to avenge their leader's death?

Perhaps they would, but perhaps they would fall apart. The Janden, Safek, had given Aldus the impression that not everyone among them was happy with Tak, or the way he ran things. The mercenaries would presumably stay for as long as they were getting paid, but if the Janden were falling apart, there was no guarantee that they would ever get paid. They would leave. 

Tak raised an eyebrow. "You would give your life? For what? A city that is already lost?"

"It is not lost yet," Aldus replied firmly. "My people still live and breathe within those walls, and I will do everything in my power to protect them."

"And what is in your power, old man?" Tak demanded. "Look at you. You are injured, broken. You sit in a city, with your people starving. You should surrender."

Aldus laughed at that. He couldn't help himself.

"Do you think I don't know what surrender would mean for my people? If we open the gates, your Janden will run wild through the streets, killing and burning. The looting and destruction would last for days."

"Longer," Tak said with a smile that had nothing but cruelty in it. "Every man who fought against us would be hunted down. Your treasures and your women would be taken as ours. Anyone who resisted would be killed. I would make an example of your city for its resistance. But some of you would survive as slaves of the Janden."

"I know," Aldus said. "Which is why I will never surrender the city."

Tak didn't look surprised, but still, he kept going. "You know that I could send my men at the walls any time I chose. We could swarm over them, more than your soldiers could ever stop. With our allies, we would be a tidal wave washing over you."

Aldus believed that. He had seen the size of the forces surrounding the city. This was nowhere near an even fight. 

"Then why haven't you?" he asked. "I know it's not from some sense of mercy."

Tak shrugged. "I want to see your army face mine. I want to see the fear in your soldiers' eyes as they realize that they cannot win. I want to see you, Aldus, the great king of Lytos, beg for mercy when all hope is lost."

"No," Aldus said. "I don't think that's it. I don't think that's it at all."

"You know nothing about me," Tak said. 

"I know everything about you," Aldus countered. "Do you think I can't learn about a general from the way he conducts a campaign?"

Tak stood there, glaring at him. "All right then, old man. What do you think you know about me?"

Aldus considered the question for a moment. He had been observing Tak's movements, his tactics, and his demeanor since the siege began. He knew there was more to this barbarian chief than met the eye.

"I think you are a man who craves power, Tak. You want to conquer and dominate, to be feared and respected by all. But deep down, there is a part of you that is empty and unfulfilled. No amount of victory or conquest can fill that void."

It was a guess, but one based on what Aldus knew of men like that. He’d almost been a man like that. Almost. Tak's eyes narrowed, but Aldus pressed on.

"You are obviously strong, and obviously a capable warrior. You plan, as well, or you wouldn't have been able to bring together the different tribes of the Janden. You take risks when you think they are worth it, hence the initial attack on the city. You thought you could overwhelm us."

"We nearly did," Tak replied. 

"Nearly," Aldus agreed. "But then you decided to wait. You sat outside the city, even once your allies arrived. You didn't throw your men at the walls, because you know what that would cost you."

"I would take your city, King Aldus," Tak snapped back. 

"And how many of your people would die in the attempt?" Aldus shot back. "Perhaps you care too much about them as a leader to do that, but my guess is that you have bigger plans than taking one city. Yes, your people could overwhelm Destarra, but ours would make them pay for it in blood. They would fight for every street, every inch of ground."

"The streets would run with your blood, too," Tak said.

Aldus ignored that. He knew that he'd worked out what the other man wanted from this now. 

"But you don't just want a city. You want the whole kingdom. Maybe more than that. You don't want to waste your army because you need it for the rest of the campaign. You know that there is a risk that you take Destarra, only to be driven back from it."

Tak drew his sword then, the ring of the steel as it cleared the scabbard echoing through the still air. 

Aldus stood his ground, meeting Tak's gaze head-on. He knew that the situation was precarious and that he was in danger of losing his life right there and then. But he couldn't back down. He drew his own blade, tossing the scabbard aside.

"We can fight here, like this, if you want," Aldus said. 

"I would kill you easily, old man," Tak snarled. 

"And I would make sure that you died along with me," Aldus replied. "And you are not like me. I don't believe for a moment that you would give up your life for your people. You want the glory of this. You want your name to echo down the centuries. Tak the Conqueror. Tak the Mighty. Even if your people went on to take the city, you would not be remembered if I cut you down."

"Then do it, old man. Do it if you can."

Tak was circling him now. Aldus turned, ignoring the pain of his injuries as Tak did it. 

As they circled each other, Aldus couldn't help but feel a sense of admiration towards the barbarian chieftain. He was a formidable opponent, and it was clear that he had experience in battle. Aldus had always appreciated a good fight, but this... this wasn't the moment for one. 

"We could kill each other here," Aldus said. "But I have a better offer for you."

"What offer?" Tak demanded, still not lowering his sword. 

"All I want now is to save the people of my city," Aldus said. "I don't want them slaughtered when the city is taken, and I don't want them to starve. And you... you obviously want to preserve your army. My guess is that the siege has been hard for them too."

Aldus knew enough of war to know that a siege was difficult for both sides, and with the blight, it would be even harder. The Janden only had so much time before they ate all the supplies the land could provide.

"What is your offer?" Tak demanded again.

"Tomorrow, if you agree, I will ride out of the city at the head of my army. We will give battle to you and your army. We will settle this in the field."

Tak looked surprised. "Why would you do that?"

"Because you will agree that, if you win, you will not harm the people of Destarra. All those who might be a threat to you will be dead or routed. You will enter the city peacefully and take control of it without further bloodshed."

That was the risk Aldus was taking here. The risk he was willing to take for his people. 

Tak stood there, considering it. "I could just order the people slaughtered anyway."

"But I do not believe that you will," Aldus said. "The stories I heard say you won your leadership in duels. You didn't poison your rivals, didn't have them quietly murdered. You have some honor, at least. Or am I wrong?"

Tak stood there a moment longer. Then he sheathed his sword. "You are not wrong, King of Lytos. Very well. Tomorrow, we will stand against one another in battle. I will slay all who stand against me. I will watch your blood run into the turf. But then I will take your city in a triumphal procession, not a bloodbath. Your people will still be my slaves, but I will not kill them."

It wasn't much, but Aldus knew that it was all he could do to defend his people. He started to walk back towards the city. 

"Oh, and King Aldus?" Tak called after him.

Aldus turned back to the Janden chief. 

"If you do not give battle tomorrow the way you have promised, then on the morning of the next day, my men will storm the walls. And not one living creature will be left alive in the city afterwards."
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CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Thea paced her prison, trying to find a way out. 

She had been held captive in a few different places over the years, generally quite briefly. There had been the time she'd been locked inside a pirate king's strongroom, the time a group of bandits had tried to keep her in a cage until they could sell her somewhere, the time she'd been trapped inside a barrow, running from things more dead than alive. More recently, she'd been tied to a chair by Safek and locked in the king's own prison. 

Each time, she'd found a way to escape. Each time, she'd found some weakness she could exploit. She just hoped that would prove true here.

Thea looked around her current prison as she paced it. The tricky part was that it was little more than a high-sided corral, with centaur guards patrolling the outside. The space beyond was an open field, just outside a centaur settlement consisting of large circular huts with high, domed roofs. 

"Will you stop pacing?" Safek asked. He was sitting cross-legged on the grass, giving no sign of being troubled in spite of the situation he and Thea found themselves in.

"How can you be so calm?" Thea demanded. "They're probably horribly torturing Polk even as we speak."

The centaurs had split them up. They'd taken Polk away, then shut Thea and Safek in this place. They'd taken their weapons, but had left them alone so far.

"When there is nothing to do, I do nothing," Safek said. "I prefer to save my energy for the moment when I have to act."

"Act how?" Thea demanded. She gestured to the corral. "I only have a couple of daggers that they missed. There are guards all around this place. It's not as though we can exactly just slip out."

Safek just smiled in reply. 

"Okay," Thea said. "That's just annoying. You get that Polk killed one of them to save you, right?"

"It is hard to forget," Safek replied. "When I came so close to death."

"And yet you're still not bothered?"

Safek stood, towering over Thea as usual. 

"Out in the wilds of the south, any wrong move can bring death. We learn to deal with situations as they are, not as we would wish them to be. We learn to act when it is time to act and to be patient when it is time to be still."

"You also learn to raid and to kill," Thea pointed out. "To take what you want and cut down anyone who gets in your way."

Safek glowered at her. "Is that what you think of me? And what of you, little thief? Running around, stealing whatever you wish? Doing what you want without a thought for the consequences? How is that different?"

"We are not the same!" Thea spat out. "I do what I do to survive. I steal from people who deserve it. People who hurt others. Like you."

"You know nothing about me," Safek retorted. "Why are you determined to hate me, thief?"

"Maybe because you call me 'thief' all the time? Or 'woman'?" Thea really did find him infuriating. "And let's not pretend that if you'd caught me out in the south, we would be friends."

"I caught you when you robbed that merchant's house. I spared your life!"

"So generous." Thea turned and walked away from him. The corral was tiny, but at least she could be on the opposite side of it. "I have a code, a set of principles that I stand by. I don't go around killing innocent people."

"Neither do I," Safek replied evenly. "But sometimes, to survive, we must do what we must do."

"That's an easy platitude," Thea snapped. She didn't even look at Safek until he put a hand on her shoulder. 

"I have seen you kill," he said. "So what is it that makes the difference for you? How do you decide who deserves to die? Don't pretend to me that you have some moral code. What is it that drives you, thief? Thea."

Thea whirled back towards him, unable to keep the anger off her face. "When I was a girl, I watched my family die. Is that what you want to hear? That bandits, men like you, came to my home and killed everyone. That I had to hide, and then slink off to Destarra. That joining the gangs there was the only way to avoid being snatched and turned into some rich man's plaything. I know all the ways that people hurt each other, and men like you were responsible for it."

"I too never knew my family," Safek said. "They were killed in a raid by the wolf clan. I became a warrior because it was that or die. I rode, and yes, I killed, but I am not the same as the men who took your family from you, just as I am not the same as Tak. We do not have to hate each other, Thea."

Thea wasn't sure about that. Hate and anger were easy. Anything else could make things far too complicated with a man like Safek. 

Thea was still considering what to say next when the doors to the corral opened, and a group of centaurs came through. They were dressed in fine clothes, with intricate gold and silver jewelry hanging from their necks and wrists. They were a total contrast to the centaur who had attacked them before, looking anything but wild.

To Thea's shock, Polk was walking alongside them, apparently unharmed. He even had his sword with him. 

One of them, who seemed to be the leader, stepped forward and addressed Thea and Safek.

"I am Zarek, leader of the centaur council. We have brought you here to ask why you have come to our lands and what it is you want from us."

Thea and Safek exchanged a look before Thea stepped forward. "We come in peace, seeking your aid in defending the city of Destarra from the Janden barbarians. They surround the city even now."

"Then it is as your friend says," Zarek said. 

Thea was confused. She looked over to the knight, who seemed to be unharmed. "Polk, what's going on? We thought they'd taken you away to be tortured. You killed one of them!"

"The one you killed was not one of us," Zarek said. "He was..." the centaur leader sighed. "Sometimes, members of our people go mad, wild. They become dangerous. So dangerous that we must banish them. That is what you ran into in the forest."

"So killing him-"

"Was an act of mercy," Zarek said. 

"But you took Polk," Safek said. 

"Because he was obviously an emissary of your people," Zarek said. "But sadly, we must deny your request."

Thea was still trying to wrap her head around what was going on. "So you're not going to help us fight the Janden barbarians?"

Zarek shook his head. "There is too much history there. The humans have done too much harm."

"And what about the blight on your land?" Thea asked. She was improvising now, trying to find anything that would help persuade the centaurs. 

"The blight?" Zarek said. "What do you know of the blight?"

Thea hesitated, wondering how much to reveal. "We know that something is killing your crops, your animals. That it's spreading and threatening your whole way of life. And we know that it is connected with this war."

Zarek looked at her with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity. "And how did you come by this information?"

"We have our sources," Thea said, stepping forward. "But the point is, we can help. We know what is causing the blight, and we can stop it. But we will only be able to do that if you help us with the war."

Zarek looked thoughtful. He regarded them all for a long moment. 

"You can really help? If so... if so, then we might be prepared to help you. If the wild-kin will also fight."

Thea breathed a sigh of relief, tinged with a fresh wave of worry. Somehow, she'd managed to get the allies that the kingdom needed. 

Now, she just had to hope that her web of lies didn't fall apart.
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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Whisper clawed at the bars of her cage, determined to get out, but they held. Around her, her dragon siblings mewled, or tried to breathe fire at the bars, or flew the brief space of the cage in circuits. 

There was no way out of it, though.

The humans watched her and the others from outside the cage, their eyes filled with a mixture of fear and awe. Whisper didn't care about them, though - all she wanted was to be free. 

The one with the stick, the magus, was there, talking to an assistant who wrote down everything he said. Such an inefficient thing compared to putting knowledge into the dreaming memory, Whisper thought, but it didn't make her feel any better. She was still the one in the cage, she and all her brothers and sisters. 

They're looking at us like they want to know all about us, Shadow sent to Whisper. I heard them talking on the way here. They talked about how the magus wanted to learn everything about dragons. About how it was a chance to complete his great work.

What great work? Whisper sent back. 

Shadow's wings moved up in the equivalent of a shrug. I don't know. Only that he needs to know about us to do it. Maybe he just wants to look at us for a while before he lets us go?

Whisper doubted that. For one thing, Percival Mirive, the magus, called himself a collector. That didn't suggest that he let anything go once he had it. 

For another, she doubted that he would just limit himself to looking at them. The memories that flowed through Whisper from some deeper well said that humans had always been obsessed with the power of dragons. They wanted to control them, to harness their abilities, to use them for their own gain. And that far too many of them had found uses for the blood or bones or scales of dragons. 

Whisper couldn't shake the feeling that Mirive was no different.

As she watched the humans outside the cage, Whisper felt a fierce protectiveness rise within her. She may not be able to protect herself, but she would do anything she could to protect her siblings.

Mirive came towards the cage then, a cruel smile on his wrinkled features. 

"You know, dragons are fascinating," he said. "The tales say that you are something more powerful than humankind in every way. You are at least as intelligent, you are bigger, stronger, you can breathe fire, and as you age you may even learn something of magic. Yet dragons have never ruled the world. Perhaps it is because you cannot work together. Or perhaps it is simply that there is something missing in you compared to us."

Whisper snarled, baring her razor-sharp teeth. She wished that she could send her words into this human's mind the way she could with her siblings. She wished that she could make him understand the depth of her anger and disdain for him and his kind.

But she knew that wasn't possible. And so instead, she simply glared.

Mirive didn't seem to notice her anger. Instead, he turned to his assistant. "Make a note of the length of the teeth. I will want to see how that changes as they grow."

"You wish to keep fully grown dragons in this cage, master Mirive?" the assistant said. 

"Don't be a fool, Tanquin. This cage would not hold a grown dragon. Their fire alone would be too hot for even the runes. But for now, with such small dragons, it should suffice."

Whisper wished that she were bigger then, so that 

she could show him just how wrong he was about dragons. But she was trapped in this cage, her power useless against the bars that held her back.

Mirive chuckled at her reaction. "Oh, don't worry. I have no intention of harming you. At least, not yet. No, I am simply... studying you. Trying to understand what makes you tick."

Whisper didn't believe him. She could sense his hunger for power and control, his desire to use dragons for his own gain. She could see it in the way he looked at her and her siblings, like they were nothing more than objects to be owned.

But there was nothing she could do about it, not right now. All she could do was bide her time, wait for an opportunity to escape, and find a way to free her siblings. 

"Although..." Mirive said, stroking his wispy beard. "I suppose I don't need to observe all of you. There is much to be learned from dissection about the properties of each part of a dragon's body."

Whisper let out a roar at that word. She knew what it meant, and she wasn't going to let this man hurt any of her brothers or sisters. 

"Have the men bring me one of them," Mirive said to his assistant. 

"But, master Mirive, the danger..."

"Then do not be the one to go in there, Tanquin."

Whisper turned to her siblings hurriedly. 

They're going to open the cage in a minute, she sent to them.

So that's when we escape? Shadow replied. 

No! Whisper had to get that point across to them. They need us to come out of the cage. They're afraid of us. They know we're dangerous.

So we should go out and swoop on them, Shadow insisted. 

Shadow, no!

It didn't make any difference. The humans were already opening the cage, a dozen of them standing around with spears and nets. 

In the chaos that followed, Shadow leapt out, breathing fire at the humans.

Whisper felt a surge of panic. This wasn't how it was supposed to go. She had to get her siblings out of here, but not like this. She had to find a way to get them out safely.

As she watched, Mirive's face contorted with rage. He stepped back, muttering something under his breath. Runes lit up on the stick he held. Suddenly, the air around him shimmered, and before Whisper knew what was happening, she was surrounded by a wall of magical energy. Shadow bounced from it as he attempted to swoop down on the magus. 

That gave the humans with the nets all the time they needed to trap Whisper's brother, pinning him to the ground. One raised an axe, bringing it around in a chopping arc that ended with Shadow's neck.

Shadow!

All of the dragons in the cage howled as their brother died. Whisper had never known such anger as she felt in that moment, not when the raccoon things had been trying to eat her siblings as eggs, not when the hunters had first come for them. The fury filled her, and it was like fuel for the fires that burned within her. 

There, Whisper sent, focusing on one patch of the bars. We burn it there. 

Her siblings understood. They breathed fire in that moment, all at once. From some, like Ripples, it was little more than a hiccough of it. From others, like Spirals or Tumbling Gems, it was a torrent.

None of them breathed as much fire as Whisper did in that moment. The bars could stand up to a blacksmith's forge, but her fire was far hotter than that in her anger. She saw the bars turn red, then white, then simply melt beneath the heat of her flames. 

Whisper flew out, and her siblings followed her. 

The humans outside the cage were screaming, their faces twisted in terror as the dragons swooped down on them. Whisper felt a small sense of satisfaction as she watched them scatter, running in all directions. But her joy was short-lived as she saw Mirive raise his staff, muttering a string of incantations under his breath. 

No, human, Whisper sent. You will not do this

Mirive stood there then, staring at her. 

"You... I heard that."

And my voice will be the last thing you hear. Burn them! Burn the ones who took our brother from us!

The others hurried to obey, fire lancing out to consume hunters, to burn tents. 

Suddenly, the air around them crackled with energy, and Whisper felt a sudden force that knocked her out of the air. She tumbled to the ground, her siblings landing around her.

"Enough!" Mirive shouted, his voice booming over the chaos. "This is madness! Do you not understand what I am trying to do here? I seek to understand the secrets of the dragons, to unlock their power and use it for the betterment of all!"

For the betterment of yourself, Whisper replied. 

"Why shouldn't I gain from the knowledge I unlock?"

Because you will not live that long, human.

Whisper breathed her flames then, not at the human, but at his stick, hotter even than the ones she'd breathed at the bars. For a moment, the wards around Mirive held, but Whisper was starting to get the feeling that he wasn't a very good magician. The runes on his stick glowed the way the bars of the cage had glowed, only they didn't melt... 

They exploded. 

A gout of flame burst over Whisper and her siblings, but they were dragons, and flames didn't mean much to them. The humans, though... 

Whisper heard the screams of those nearest as the explosion consumed them, heard Mirive's final shriek of pain mixed with indignation. Then all was still again and the only humans were the ones running. 

Whisper took to the air, her siblings following her, grief filling all of them at the loss of Shadow. A part of her wanted to pursue every last human and swoop on them for what they'd done, but another part knew that her first priority was to keep the others safe. 

Come on, she sent, we need to get out of here.
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CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

"We need to find a way to get in there," Lance said as he, Dorian and Justin faced the castle that stood at the heart of the crystal walled cave. 

"Are you sure you've rested enough?" Justin asked. "You were exhausted after you used your shadow magic against those trolls."

"I'm fine," Lance said. "And we can't afford to leave Princess Meredith in Zander's clutches any longer."

Dorian nodded in agreement. "I have a plan. I've been studying the castle's layout from our vantage point and I've noticed a few weak spots."

"Tell us," Lance said eagerly.

"There's a section of the wall on the east side that appears to be more weathered than the rest. I think we could break through it with a little bit of force," Dorian explained.

"And once we're inside?" Justin asked.

"We'll have to be careful," Dorian replied. "I'm sure Zander will have defenses in place, but we can use Lance's shadow magic to move around undetected."

Lance nodded in agreement. "Let's do it."

The trio made their way to the east side of the castle, where Dorian pointed out the weakened section of the wall. 

"Here. If we all push together, it might be enough."

They pushed at the wall, at the spots where it seemed that the stonework was crumbling. For a moment, it seemed as if nothing would happen, but then the stone gave way, creating a hole large enough for them to climb through.

Almost immediately, they saw goblin-kin guards ahead. They charged at the three young knights, shouting out in fury. 

Lance drew upon his shadow magic, cloaking the three of them in darkness. They moved swiftly and silently, their weapons at the ready. The goblin-kin guards stumbled about blindly, swinging their weapons wildly, but unable to connect with anything. Lance struck first, his sword flashing out and slicing through one of the guards, the runes on it glowing as it cleaved the goblin-kin in two. 

Dorian followed close behind, his shield stopping a blow from a second guard while his sword lanced through the creature's chest. Justin engaged the last guard, dodging its attacks with ease, his sword flashing out to deliver a swift blow that sent the goblin toppling to the ground. 

"More will be coming," Lance said. "We need to keep moving. We have to go quickly and quietly."

He wrapped his shadows around the three of them, hoping that it would be enough to let them slip through the castle unseen. 

Lance heard the sound of movement ahead, and gestured for the others to step into an alcove, shadows blocking them from sight. Lance held his breath as a quartet of strange, silent whisperlings moved past with all the grace of snakes heading towards their prey. They moved past without looking twice at the patch of shadows that held the three young knights. 

Lance, Dorian and Justin headed onward, continuing to make their way through the castle. 

The castle was nothing like the one in Destarra. It wasn’t just the strange plants that seemed to appear at odd intervals; it was the way parts of the stone seemed grown and molded, not shaped by chisels and hammers. 

Then there was the decoration. There were statues and frescoes of monsters, of creatures engaged in the most brutal deeds. There were images of Zander, too, as if to remind everyone there that he ruled. 

Lance had never dared to think that he and the others might get this far.

It wasn't long before they came to a door. It was locked. It was only the only route that didn't involve going back the way they'd come.

"There's no quiet way through this," Lance said to the others. "We'll need to break it down and just hope we can deal with whatever is on the other side."

He hoped that it wouldn't be something too powerful for the three of them to deal with. For all he knew, they could be blundering right into Zander's throne room. Yet there was no other choice. They were in the castle now. They had to move quickly, had to try to get to Meredith before Zander could lock down the castle, or decide simply to kill her. He might decide that it was better to deprive Lytos of Meredith permanently than to risk letting her escape. Lance couldn't allow that to happen.

"Ready?" Lance asked the others. 

Dorian and Justin both nodded, their weapons at the ready. Lance took a step back, then charged forward, slamming his shoulder into the door with all his strength. The door buckled and cracked under the force of his blow, but it didn't give way completely.

"Again!" Justin shouted, joining Lance in his attack. Together, they slammed into the door, and this time it gave way, sending them tumbling into the room beyond.

They came to their feet quickly, their weapons at the ready. The room was empty, but they could hear the sound of footsteps echoing from somewhere nearby.

"Quickly," Dorian said, gesturing for them to move forward.

They crept forward, moving as quietly as they could. Lance's shadows cloaked them, but they couldn't be too careful.

They came to a set of winding stairs that led up to the next level of the castle. Lance motioned for the others to follow him, and they started up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

When they emerged onto the next level, they found themselves facing a long hallway. Without a word, they began to move down it, their senses on high alert. 

Another door lay at the end. The three of them burst through it at once, their weapons ready. 

The room beyond was dimly lit by torches, and Lance could make out the forms of slumbering figures, along with a few goblin-kin playing dice at a table. A dwarf sharpened blades on a stone in the corner, while a couple of whisperlings seemed to be engaged in some silent debate over a map of the castle. 

A guard room. They'd stumbled into a guard room. Lance cursed his luck, even as every eye in the room turned to him, Dorian and Justin. 

There was no time to back out gracefully, no chance to throw shadows around themselves and disappear. The only option was to attack. 

Lance charged forward, his sword glinting in the torchlight. The goblin-kin at the table leaped up, blades drawn, while the dwarf slammed his whetstone down and grabbed for his axe. The whisperlings slithered into action, producing thin swords that glittered like ice.

Dorian and Justin rushed to back Lance up, their own weapons swinging. Lance was grateful for their presence, but the odds were still against them. There were too many enemies here, and they were all too well-armed.

Lance's shadow magic flared up, throwing the room into darkness. The goblin-kin and the whisperlings shouted in alarm, and Lance used the opportunity to strike out with his sword, aiming for the nearest target. He felt the blade slice through flesh and bone, and heard the goblin-kin's death rattle.

Lance eased the shadows a little, but still kept them dancing around their foes, trying to distract them. 

Dorian and Justin were fighting fiercely, hacking and slashing at their opponents. The dwarf was tough, his thick skin and muscle making him hard to kill, but Dorian was able to get past his guard and bury his sword in the dwarf's gut. 

The whisperlings were quick and slippery, moving their blades in a deadly dance of death that had Justin pinned between them. 

Lance felt a surge of fear. He couldn't afford to lose one of his companions, not now. He darted forward, going to his friend's aid while Dorian fought with those goblin-kin who were just waking to the sounds of battle, scrambling for their weapons. Lance engaged one of the whisperlings, rolled his wrists, and managed to thrust his sword through the creature's throat. Justin cut down the second, and then it was all three of the young knights against the remaining goblin-kin.

The goblin-kin were tougher than Lance had anticipated. They fought with a ferocity that surprised him, and it wasn't long before he felt the first sting of a blade cutting into his arm. He gritted his teeth and fought on, his shadows moving with him, striking out at the goblin-kin and keeping them off-balance.

Dorian's shield was dented and battered, but he fought on. Justin was fast and agile, his sword a blur as he darted around the room. Together, the three of them were a whirlwind of steel and shadows, cutting down goblin-kin and whisperlings alike.

Then, suddenly, it was over. The last of their foes lay dead on the floor, blood pooling around them. Lance looked around the room, panting heavily, trying to see if there were any more guards lurking in the shadows.

Lance looked around the room. There were a couple of doors leading from it, as well as a spiral staircase leading both up and down through the spine of the castle. 

"This castle is huge," Dorian said. "We'll never find Meredith like this."

"We need to split up," Justin replied. 

"Split up?" Lance said. "And what if you run into more guards?"

"We don't have a choice," Justin said firmly. "We need to cover more ground if we want to find Meredith quickly. I'll take one of those doors, Dorian can take the stairs down, in case Zander has thrown her in a dungeon or something, and you head up. Maybe he has her in a tower somewhere. We'll meet back where we made camp in the caves in an hour, no matter what."

Lance still didn't like the idea of separating from his friends, but he knew that there wasn't much of a choice. It was their best chance to find Meredith quickly. Lance just hoped that he would get to her before Zander learned of their attack on the castle and did anything to hurt her.
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CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Meredith sat in her rooms, eating the deadly mushrooms, hoping that they would give her enough power to finally break free of this place. 

She could feel the poison building up inside her, but she could feel her power building at the same time. It was as if the poison was the price she paid for finally having full control over her gift, for fully being able to control plants and living things. 

Meredith felt stronger than she ever had, but what good was that when she was more trapped than ever, confined to the rooms Zander had given her, the door solidly locked so that she couldn't even wander the castle anymore?

Meredith paced the room, frustrated. No, not just frustrated, furious. It felt as if she were losing some part of herself to the poison, as if all the kindness and the gentleness were flowing out of her, replaced by the viciousness of the poison. 

A knock came on the door to her room, and Meredith turned towards it. Instinctively, her hands tightened into fists and she reached for her power. 

Zander stepped into the room, wreathed in his own power, shadows dancing around him like a cloak, the very stones of the room seeming to respond to his presence.

"Meredith, how are you?" he asked. 

"Sick of this confinement. You know I can protect myself. This is simply a punishment for killing your creature."

Meredith realized, too late, what she'd just said. She'd just admitted to killing Baruth, the creature Zander had set to both guard and torment Meredith. 

Zander's eyes narrowed, his power surging. "So you finally admit that you killed Baruth? You dared to raise your hand against one of my most loyal creatures?"

Once, Meredith would have been afraid, terrified by Zander's power. Once, she might have backed away and begged for her life. Now, she stepped forward to meet him, not backing down. 

"Don't you mean your creation?" Meredith snapped back at him. "Or rather, our creation? It was my mushrooms that transformed him, after all."

Zander looked surprised then, almost shocked. 

"You know about that?"

"I know that you have been letting your creatures feast on the mushrooms that have been growing since I arrived in your kingdom," Meredith said. "I know that Baruth's monstrous form had become more monstrous still because of them. I know that you think my powers will give you an army even more powerful than the one you possess, to try to take the world above."

"How do you know all of that?" Zander demanded. He seemed caught between anger and surprise. 

"I saw you and Baruth in the castle kitchens," Meredith said. "I heard what you told him. And he told me it himself, before he died."

Zander gave Meredith a long look, one that seemed to linger on her like a lover's touch. 

"Look at you, Meredith," he said, with a note of satisfaction. "I don't think that Baruth is the only one who was changed. Tell me. Tell me how you killed something as powerful as him."

He sounded excited now. 

"He was threatening me," Meredith said. "He told me that he had killed Thraax."

"No, no! Not the justifications for it," Zander snapped. "Tell me about the moment when you did it. Tell me how you did it."

"I crushed him with vines," Meredith said. "I made the mushroom spores grow in every inch of his flesh. I killed both halves of him, the monster and the shadow self."

"And how did that feel?" Zander asked. 

Meredith paused for a moment, considering her answer. She could feel the poison coursing through her veins, but she also felt something else, something darker.

"It felt...satisfying," she finally said. "It felt right. It felt like power."

Zander stepped closer to her, his power palpable in the air. "And do you feel that power now?" he asked.

Meredith could feel the poison coursing through her veins, the power of the mushrooms giving her strength, but at a great cost. She looked up at Zander, who seemed to be studying her carefully.

"I feel different," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

"You are different," Zander said. "When you first came here, you were weak, diffident, frightened. Do you remember when you tried to seduce me?"

Meredith winced at the thought of that. She could remember the moment well. She'd thought that she could find a way to control Zander and perhaps escape if only she could get him interested in her. She'd thought it the only power she possessed in this strange place. Zander had laughed at her then. He didn't seem to be laughing now. 

"I remember it," Meredith said. "I remember that you turned me down."

"You were pathetic," Zander said, his voice filled with disdain. "But now...now you are powerful. You have killed one of my most loyal creatures, and you have done it with ease. You have become more than I ever could have imagined. Now, your power shines through you, and it makes you beautiful."

He moved closer to her. 

Meredith felt a chill run down her spine. She had never seen Zander look at her like this before. It was as if he was seeing her for the first time, as if he was discovering something new about her.

"What do you want from me?" Meredith asked, forcing herself not to take a step back from him. 

Zander didn't answer for a moment, just reached out to touch the deep red of her hair, his hand drifting down so that a single finger traced along her cheek. 

"Perhaps I just want you."

Meredith didn't believe that for a moment. This man was a king in a kingdom of strange and often beautiful creatures. If all he wanted was a lover, he could find one with ease. 

"What do you want?" Meredith repeated. Her hand mirrored his, but where his touch was gentle, Meredith ran her nails across his skin. She thought that she felt Zander shiver beneath her touch. 

"So cruel, and so lacking in trust," Zander said. "So perfect. You have become everything that I could wish you to be, Meredith."

"Don't make me ask my question again, Zander," Meredith said, her finger tracing down to the hollow of his throat. 

Zander's arm was around Meredith then, pulling her close to him. Meredith could feel his body pressed against hers, could feel the muscles beneath his dark clothing. He was close enough that the smallest movement might result in the two of them kissing. 

"I want you to join me," Zander said. "I want you to be my queen. I want you to use your powers to help me conquer the world above. Together, we can be unstoppable."

"And, as your queen, would I have any say in what happens to the world above?" Meredith asked. 

Zander stayed where he was, his eyes boring into hers. "You don't have to play meek and mild anymore, Meredith. You don't have to pretend to be something you're not. You're powerful now, and I can see it in you. You could be so much more than just a powerless little princess at her father's side, waiting for nothing more than to be sold off to some noble to secure the succession. You could be a queen, you could have real power."

"What power?" Meredith asked. She wasn't sure if this was a seduction or a negotiation. She wasn't sure if Zander even knew the difference between the two. 

"You would stand beside me," Zander said. "And yes, your power would matter. My creatures would bow before you as they do me. You would rule, as I rule. You could change the world to fit your image. Imagine it, Meredith."

Meredith could feel the pull of Zander's words, the temptation to embrace the darkness and power of his world. She could feel herself slipping, losing control. 

She could imagine what it would be like. She and Zander could rule the world, both above and below, if they worked together. They could change it in any way they wanted.

Meredith thought of all the hunger and pain in the world, all the petty conflicts. She could change all of that. She could transform the world. All she had to do was take Zander's hand and step into the unknown with him. All she had to do was give herself to him. All she had to do was help him to conquer her father's kingdom. 

"Do you have an answer for me, Meredith?" Zander asked. 

Meredith kissed him then a fierce and passionate kiss that left Zander gasping. She felt his arms tighten around her, pulling her even closer. For a moment, she let herself get lost in the feeling of his touch as he obviously took the kiss for his answer. Meredith had to admit that it was a good kiss, that Zander was handsome, powerful, a skilled kisser. Meredith could imagine all the other things he might be good at...

But that would mean betraying everything she was. 

Meredith reached down for the poison inside her. A well of poison that had come from a living thing. Something, therefore, that her gift would let her control. 

She had known that Zander would see any attempt she made to attack him coming. Anything but this. In this moment, he was weak. In this moment, he was vulnerable. Meredith was inside his defenses. 

Meredith used her gift to pour the poison out of herself and into him. She poured it into him in an unstoppable wave of energy, emptying her of everything she'd taken in and filling him with it. Zander's arms loosened around her, and he stumbled back, his eyes wide with shock and pain.

Meredith stepped back, watching as Zander fell to his knees, gasping for breath. She could see the poison coursing through his veins, weakening him with each passing moment.

Meredith watched as Zander's once strong and powerful body twisted and contorted in pain. She felt a sense of satisfaction at the sight, knowing that she had outsmarted him at his own game. 

"I'm sorry, Zander," Meredith said softly, watching as the light faded from his eyes. "But I can't be your queen. I can't be that person. And I will not be your prisoner anymore."

Meredith turned and ran from the room that had been her prison, determined to leave Zander's kingdom behind.
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CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Lance cut through another of the goblin kin as he moved up through the castle, determined to find Meredith, wherever she was. 

He wiped the thick, dark blood from his blade, moving along a corridor, checking every room as he went. Each proved empty as Lance moved along. 

Lance followed the trail of mushrooms and flowers along the corridor. They seemed to be getting thicker here than in the rest of the castle and the caverns. Wouldn't there be more of them closer to Meredith, if her gifts were bringing them into existence? If so, he could follow them right back to her.

Finally, he came to a room that was different from the others - the door was open and there was a sense of darkness emanating from it. Slowly, he pushed past the door, his sword at the ready. 

The room was made of stone, and filled with plant life. Mushrooms and flowers grew from almost every surface. The sheer volume of them Their glow pulsed through some of the shadows that threatened to engulf the room, light and shadow in conflict there.

Those shadows came from a single spot on the floor. A figure lay there, obscured for the moment by the shadows. For a second or two, fear ran through Lance, his heart feeling as though some great hand were gripping it.

"Meredith?" What had Zander done to her? Had he imprisoned her using his shadows? Found a way to torture her with them?

Lance started forward, reaching out with his powers, pushing aside the shadows. As Lance approached the figure on the floor, the shadows began to dissipate.

He realized then that it wasn't Meredith lying there. It wasn't the princess he had been looking for. Instead, it was a male figure Lance had seen only once before, one dressed in black, with long, silvery hair and shadowed eyes. 

Zander. 

King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath lay there on the floor of the room. He groaned and started to stand up even as Lance stood there in shock, realizing that he was face to face with the man who had taken Meredith from him, back at the start of this. 

"You," Zander said with another groan. It was obvious that he recognized Lance too. "The boy who tried to rescue her, beneath the old tree. I should have killed you then."

"Maybe you should," Lance agreed. "Because you won't get the chance to again."

Lance held his sword between the two of them, wondering if he should simply plunge it into Zander's chest. But something about the way Zander looked at him made Lance hesitate. There was a strange intensity in those shadowed eyes, a fierce determination that seemed to say that he was not done yet.

"You won't kill me," Zander said, his voice low and dangerous. "Not yet. You want to know where she is. You've come for your precious princess, after all. It makes sense now, her striking out at me in this moment, poisoning me. She must have known you were coming. That's why she wouldn't join me."

Something about Zander's current state made Lance pause. He looked down and saw the poison coursing through the king's veins, dark lines of it pulsing through him, a grimace of pain crossing Zander's face. It was obvious that Zander was weak and vulnerable in that moment. 

Should Lance strike him down when he was weakened like this? There might never be another chance, and Lance had seen the Kingdom Beneath. He knew how much Zander ruled it with cruelty. He'd told his former mentor, the strange creature Kael, that he was not there to defeat Zander on Kael's behalf, but now, it seemed as though an opportunity had arisen that could not be ignored. 

"Where is Meredith?" Lance gripped his sword tighter, unwilling to let his guard down. "Tell me." 

Zander laughed. "Foolish boy? Have you lost her too? Perhaps she has betrayed you, the way she betrayed me."

Zander lashed out then, with his powers over shadow and stone. Shadows leaped out at Lance, reaching for him, trying to bind him and blind him. Lance's own control over shadows meant that he could tangle Zander's efforts with shadows of his own, the amulet he wore lending him greater strength, so that both of their shadows dissipated as they clashed. Lance dodged aside from a spur of stone that thrust upwards from the floor like a spear, lashing out with his sword as he did it, so that Zander was forced to dodge back. 

Even weakened by poison, Zander felt terrifyingly powerful. 

"It seems that you are more interesting than I thought," Zander said, with another wince of pain. He held out a hand and a section of the wall seemed to reshape itself, forming itself into a stone sword. Lance had no doubt that its edge would be at least as sharp as the steel he held, compressed down by Zander's power until it was like a razor.

"Who would have thought that some random young knight like you would have a gift?" Zander said. 

Lance gritted his teeth and charged forward, his sword held high. Zander retaliated with a fierce wave of shadows, but Lance was quick to counter with his own. The two of them clashed together, their powers evenly matched. It was like watching two great beasts fighting, their movements fluid and graceful. But Lance was determined to come out on top. He had to find Meredith, no matter what it took.

"Where is she?" Lance barked, his sword flashing in the light of the glowing mushrooms.

Zander sneered. "You think you can defeat me? You?"

Lance didn't respond, his focus solely on the task at hand. He had to find Meredith, and he had to defeat Zander if he stood in his way. The room was filled with the sound of their breaths and the clash of their weapons, echoing off the stone walls.

Zander was quick, his movements almost graceful as he attacked. Lance was forced to stay on the defensive as he tried to keep up with him. The poison was weakening Zander, but it seemed to be only making him more desperate. 

Lance threw darts of shadow at Zander. Zander batted them aside. Zander tried to drop one of the stones of the ceiling on Lance; Lance leapt back, out of the door of the room. The two clashed again, blade to blade, strength against strength. 

Finally, Lance saw his opening. Zander made a misstep, and Lance saw the chance to strike. He lunged, and only realized partway through that it was a trick. The opening that Zander had given him wasn't there anymore, so that his blade slammed into Zander's. The king of the Kingdom Beneath kicked Lance then, sending him stumbling back. 

"You thought that you could come here to take what was mine," Zander said. "You thought you could take Meredith from me."

He punctuated his words with blows from his sword. 

"You think because you have the shadows that it is enough, but you are too weak and foolish to handle the power that comes with it. Meredith might have escaped, but I will come for her, and when I do, there will be nothing you can do to stop me." 

He made the floor shake under Lance's feet then, the very stones of the castle obeying his power over stone. Lance fell, and had to throw up a wave of shadows to block Zander's vision and send his next sword blow wide as Lance rolled.

Lance gritted his teeth. He knew that Zander was right. He was too weak to face Zander on his own. The amulet let Lance outmatch Zander with shadows, but he still had command over stone as well, and even weakened by the poison, that made him dangerous. 

Even so, Lance scrambled back to his feet, his eyes blazing with determination. He was not going to back down now. Not when he was so close to finding Meredith.

"You're wrong," Lance growled, as he charged forward once more. "I will stop you. I will protect Meredith from you, no matter what it takes." 

Zander laughed, but this time it was strained. The poison was clearly taking its toll on him. He was weaker than before, but still dangerous.

"You are a fool, boy. A foolish knight who thinks he can take on a king." 

He threw attack after attack then, forcing Lance back, making him give ground step by step, all the way to the edge of a spiral staircase. 

"You are nothing compared to me," Zander snapped, and made the ground shift beneath Lance's feet again. 

Once more, he was falling, but this time, there wasn't a solid floor below him to break that fall. He tumbled down the spiral staircase, pain shooting through him with every step he hit. 

Now Zander was following him, and Lance could see the king's determination to kill him blazing in those shadowy eyes.



OceanofPDF.com


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

"You told them we could cure the blight!" Polk said, looking incredulous.

Thea put a finger to her lips as she, Polk and Safek approached the stone that represented the way back towards the kingdom of the wild-kin. 

"Not so loud," she whispered back sharply. Did he want every centaur nearby to hear? 

"But you lied to them," Polk insisted. "You-"

"Not until we're back on our way!" Thea shot back. She looked around at the centaurs not far away, who were there to escort them back towards the magical way leading to the wild-kin's realm. If they heard any of this, they would know that Thea, Polk and Safek couldn't do what they'd promised. Well, what Thea had promised. Then, their budding alliance would be dead, probably along with the three of them.

The centaur leader, Zarek, was waiting for them at the stone, already starting to work the magic that would unlock it. Instinctively, Thea's eyes followed his movements. She liked to know how to work any lock she saw, even ones that tore open pathways that had nothing to do with mortal spaces. 

"I agree with Polk, Thea," Safek said. "You have endangered both us and the kingdom."

"I've saved the kingdom," Thea shot back. She rolled that thought around in her mind like a fine wine. She'd saved the kingdom. She'd gotten the aid of the centaurs, which would mean the wild-kin joined the defense of Destarra against the Janden too. She'd done all that. Her. 

Did this mean that she was some kind of hero?

That was a thought that took some getting used to. Her, a hero? She was about to step through a magical portal, along a path that would cut hundreds of miles from the journey back to the wild-kin. Wild-kin and centaurs would soon be joining them to battle against the barbarians besieging Lytos' capital city, and still, the idea of herself as a hero seemed like the least likely part of all of this. Thea's fingers itched with the urge to steal something, if only to restore the natural balance of the universe. She felt the weight of the jade flower she'd taken from the wild-kin in one of her pouches, and felt slightly less heroic, slightly more herself again.

As the stone began to glow, Thea's mind was still racing. She couldn't let the others see her doubts and fears. She had to be strong, even if she wasn't quite sure of herself yet.

Once the way was open, Zarek motioned for them to step forward. 

"We will be there when the time comes," he said. "Go now. Go to the wild-kin. Take this to show them that the centaurs will stand beside them."

He held out a carved wooden figurine in the shape of a horse's head. The reached for it, but Polk got there first, taking it from Zarek's hands. 

"Thank you. Lytos will be grateful for your aid."

"Just remember your part," Zarek said. "You will bring the wild-kin and you will cure the blight."

Polk looked as though he was going to say something, but Thea quickly pushed him towards the waiting stone, forcing him to touch it. Almost as soon as he did, the knight disappeared.

"We haven't forgotten," Thea said. 

As the stone continued to glow with a soft light, Thea couldn't help but feel a tinge of satisfaction that her plan had worked. She had convinced the centaurs of their ability to cure the blight, and now they were on their way to meet with the wild-kin and get their aid. Exactly how they would cure the blight was something they could work out afterwards. 

"Let's go," Thea said, gesturing for Safek to follow her through the portal. She just hoped that he wouldn't do anything stupid, like start telling the truth. 

She reached out for the stone, and was grateful to see Safek doing the same. An instant later, they were both standing on the shining path that cut through the swirling rainbow colors of the spaces between reality. Polk was already waiting for them. 

"What do you think you were doing?" he demanded, almost as soon as Thea stepped onto the path.

Thea rolled her eyes, knowing that Polk was still fuming over what had happened with the centaurs. "I was saving our mission," she replied calmly. "We need the wild-kin's aid, and the centaurs are our only shot at getting it."

"So you lied to them?" Polk retorted. 

"It's called diplomacy!"

Safek snorted. "I am fairly sure that is not how diplomacy works."

"What would you know about it?" Thea retorted. "The last I heard, the Janden approach to diplomacy was to ride up with as many warriors as you could muster, and demand surrender."

"It's still a bad idea to lie to your allies," Polk said. "We're asking them to lay down their lives for us; the least we can do is tell them the truth."

"But that wouldn't work," Thea shot back. Couldn't they see that. "And as for not lying to your allies, I've been around enough nobles to know that they lie all the time while they're negotiating with one another."

"Hanging around them to steal their jewels doesn't count, Thea," Polk said. "And if the centaurs find out that we can't cure the blight, they'll pull out of the alliance. "

"Why would they find out?" Thea asked.

Safek looked a little exasperated. "Maybe because of the part where we can't cure the blight?"

"I'm sure there must be some way," Thea said, waving away the objection. "And I never said we would do it immediately. The king is probably sending someone to deal with it as we speak. Lytos needs the blight cured, and he has people for this kind of-"

"We're the people," Polk said. 

Thea frowned at that. "I'm pretty sure that we're not. I would have remembered if he'd asked us to deal with the blight as well as save the kingdom. There will be other people. People who know what they're doing."

"I mean that he doesn't have a lot of people he can trust to undertake some special mission," Polk replied. "Do you think he would have sent us to do this much, if he had other options? The finest of his king's guard are all away trying to recover Princess Meredith."

"Well, maybe they succeed, and that helps with the blight," Thea suggested. 

"You have no way of knowing that will work," Polk insisted, obviously increasingly annoyed. 

"And you have no way of knowing that it won't," Thea said, with a shrug. Why did the knight have to be so negative all the time? "Look, we'll think of something, all right? Life is about thinking of something, moving on, dealing with the next thing. If you stand still too long, that's when the problems start. Talking of which, we're currently standing on a magical pathway and I for one don't know if it will be here forever."

Thea quite enjoyed the suddenly worried looks on Safek and Polk's faces. 

Polk scowled but didn't argue further. The trio walked in silence for a few moments, the colors around them shifting and changing in dizzying ways. Thea watched the patterns with fascination and a touch of apprehension.

This was her third trip through the magical ways, but every time was still just as disorienting. Thea hurried through it, making sure that her feet stayed on the path, not wanting to find out what might happen if she stepped from it. 

Thea caught the moment when the world shifted this time, going from the swirling colors of the space between worlds to the still surprisingly bright colors of the wild-kin's realm. She, Safek and Polk were back, standing by the statue of the centaur that stood on the fringes of the wild-kin's tree city. 

Thea stretched languidly, taking in the clear, sweet air and looking up at the blue of the sky. She thought she saw the others looking her way as she stretched, and smiled to herself at that. They could disapprove of her all she wanted, but for now, Thea knew that she was the one who had brought about this moment. She was the one who had gained the aid of the centaurs. She was the one who would be able to walk up to Chancellor Amos of the wild-kin and ask for the aid of his people. And he would say-

Even as Thea thought it, Amos was there, along with at least twenty of the wild-kin, holding bows trained on the three of them. The chancellor's eyes were fixed on Thea and the others, anger written clearly across his features.

"There they are, the ones who stole the holy jade flower of the goddess' shrine!"

This time, Thea didn't appreciate the looks Safek and Polk gave her. There was an accusation there, when they had no way of knowing that she'd done anything. She had, but that wasn't the point.

"I can... explain everything?" she tried.
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CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

"Die, boy!"

Shards of stone shot past Lance's ear, barely giving him enough time to duck. 

King Zander was still advancing on him, through the hallways of the castle, and Lance was having to give ground with every breath. 

Lance could feel a cold sweat trickling down his back. The king was almost upon him, and he had nowhere to go. His heart was pounding, and he knew he had to think fast if he wanted to survive. He had faced countless foes on this quest already, but King Zander was a different beast altogether. The man had command over shadows and stone, and his powers were formidable, even weakened as he seemed to be. 

Lance kept his focus on Zander, his hand tightly gripping the amulet around his neck. He could feel it fighting him as he sought to focus his powers through it, but couldn't afford to lose control of his magic now. He reached out for castle's shadows, forcing them to his command, but he needed to be careful not to let them consume him. 

He took a deep breath and let the shadows flow from his hand, coalescing into sharp points. The shadow spears flew towards Zander, but he struck them aside with his own shadows with little more than a flick of his wrist. Lance could feel the king's power pulsing through the stone beneath his feet, and knew he was in danger. He parried a stroke of Zander's stone sword, dodged aside from another thrusting spear of stone, and gave more ground. 

If this was what the king of the Kingdom Beneath was like when he was weakened by poison, what would it have been like to face him at full strength? Lance knew that he had to end this quickly, before the king regained his full power. The amulet around his neck felt heavy, as if it was urging him to use more of his shadow magic. He took a deep breath and let the shadows flow from his body, surrounding him like a cloak. The king hesitated for a moment, then lunged forward again, his sword glinting in the dim light.

Lance dodged and weaved, his shadow cloak trailing behind him like a living thing. He could feel the king's power building, like a storm gathering strength. The stone beneath his feet shook and trembled, threatening to crack and crumble under the sheer force of Zander's magic. Lance knew he couldn't hold out for much longer.

He had to take a risk, had to gamble everything on one last, desperate move. He took a step forward, his shadow cloak flaring out behind him, and let out a guttural scream.

A wave of darkness erupted from his body, washing over the king like a tidal wave. Zander stumbled backwards, his sword arm faltering. Lance seized the opportunity, his hand darting out to seize the king's sword. He wrenched it from Zander's grip, and it clattered to the ground.

Zander turned and ran then. Lance considered letting him go for a moment, but he couldn't, not with both Meredith and the kingdom of Lytos in danger. He had to follow, had to end this.

Lance followed Zander through the castle, hoping both to confront him and to force answers from him about where Meredith was. 

The amulet around his neck pulsed with power, feeding into his shadow magic. Lance could feel the power coursing through him, the shadows of the castle seeming to flow into him as he ran after Zander. 

Zander came to a set of double doors, ducking back inside them. Two massive goblin-kin guards stood in front of the doors, twisted and heavily muscled. Lance charged at them, not giving them a chance to react. 

He engaged the guards in a fierce battle, his shadow magic and swordplay pitted against their brute strength. One of the guards landed a heavy blow on his side, knocking him to the ground.

Lance rolled aside, dodging a swing from the other guard's massive club. He scrambled to his feet, his sword flashing out to cut through one of the guard's necks. The other stared at him in surprise as he thrust his sword home in its heart a second later. 

He pushed the doors open. It was time to finish this. 

The room beyond appeared to be a throne room, lit by flickering torches in sconces at the side. A throne stood at one end, and Zander waited before it. He'd fashioned a new sword of stone for himself, wreathed around the edges with shadows. Aside from him, the room was empty. 

Lance charged at him, not wanting to give him a chance to react. 

Zander raised his sword, a snarl twisting his features. Lance met him with equal ferocity, the clash of their swords ringing through the room. The amulet around his neck hummed with power, and the shadows around him seemed to dance in time with the blades.

The two of them fought a brutal battle, each landing blows on the other. Lance could feel the sweat trickling down his face, the strain of the fight taking its toll on his body. But he kept pushing forward, driving Zander back. 

Suddenly, Zander's powers took control of the stones beneath Lance's feet again, so that they reared up like a bucking horse, knocking him to the ground. Lance lost his grip on his sword as he fell, and he looked up to find Zander standing over him. 

"You were a fool to think that you could beat me," Zander said, and raised his sword for the killing stroke.

Another sword intercepted it with a ring of steel against stone. Lance looked across, and lay there wide eyed at the sight of Justin there, longsword held two handed, stopping Zander's attack. 

"Justin?" Lance said, as he rolled back to his feet, snatching up his sword again. "What are you doing here?"

"I heard the sounds of the fighting," Justin said. "I thought you might need help."

He and Lance faced off against Zander, and Lance felt more confident now, knowing that he had his friend to help him in this fight. 

Zander smiled wickedly. "One of you, two of you. It makes no difference."

He attacked with renewed vigor, his sword whistling through the air as he tried to cut the pair of them down. But Lance and Justin were ready for him. They worked together seamlessly, blocking and attacking in perfect unison, so that whenever Zander turned towards one of them, the other was there to attack him, keeping him off balance. 

The sound of clashing swords filled the room, echoing off the walls. The torches flickered, casting long shadows across the room. Lance reached for those shadows, trying to turn them into something solid that might wrap around Zander. Zander pushed the shadows away from him with his own powers, but Lance could see that he was weakening. 

"Give it up, Zander," he said. "Surrender now, give us back Princess Meredith and lift your shadows from over Lytos, and we will let you live."

"A generous offer," Zander replied with a sneer. "And if I do not?"

"Then you can't fight the two of us forever," Lance shot back. "Sooner or later, we will be able to cut you down."

"You're right," Zander said. "I can't fight two of you. But your friend is not the same as you are. He has no gifts to protect him."

Zander threw shadows at Justin then in a wave of solid darts. Lance reached out with his powers, determined to save his friend, knocking the shadow darts aside. 

It meant that he didn't have anything left to try to help Justin when Zander called upon his powers over stone. 

A spear of stone grew up in a rapidly rising spike that punched up from the floor right beneath Justin. Lance could only watch in horror as the spike impaled Justin before he could even react, lifting him from the floor so that his friend hung, impaled on the stone spike in the middle of the throne room. It withdrew and Lance let out a cry of anguish and rage as he watched his friend fall to the ground, blood pooling around him, Justin's eyes already glassy in death.

"You bastard!" Lance yelled, fury coursing through him.

Fury and grief. Justin had been the only one of the knights of the king's guard to treat him like an equal at first. He'd been the one to tell Lance how to act at the formal ball they'd been instructed to guard on the princess' birthday. He'd been a close friend while others like Dorian had treated Lance as beneath them. Their travels through the Kingdom Beneath had only made them closer. 

"I'll kill you," Lance promised Zander. "I'll kill you for this!"

Zander smiled at him as if knowing exactly how much pain he had caused. 

"Try."
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CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Meredith hurried through the halls of the castle, determined to make her escape while Zander could not pursue her through his kingdom. She hoped that the poison she'd poured into him with a kiss would stop him from following her.

She hoped that it would kill him. 

She knew that she shouldn't think like that. She knew that she should be grateful just for the chance to get away, and that she shouldn't wish anyone dead, but, after all he'd done, Meredith hoped that Zander was breathing his last even as she made her escape. 

She would be safer that way, and so would the kingdom of Lytos, above.

Meredith knew that her captivity had changed her, and not just because she had gained greater control of her gifts when it came to plants. She would never have considered such a desperate plan before she came here, would never have dared to try to kill someone like that. 

Expelling the poison from her body, pushing it all into Zander, had left her feeling… she wasn’t sure how she felt. Less corrupted, perhaps, somehow more herself again, but still changed. The things she’d experienced down here wouldn’t let her go back to being who she had been before. 

Meredith kept moving through the castle. She passed several of Zander's creatures, the goblin-kin and the whisperlings, as she went, but they all looked at Meredith with fear, keeping their distance from her. 

As she made her way down a flight of stairs, she heard footsteps pounding after her. Her heart quickened as she worried that one of Zander's creatures might have gathered the courage to try to stop her from fleeing. By now, there was a good chance that some of them would have realized that something had happened to Zander. 

She had to keep moving. She pushed herself to run faster, her feet pounding on the stone steps with a harsh rhythm. Her pursuer sped up to match her, chasing her down the steps. 

Meredith turned and saw a creature with hooked claws in place of hands, a beak open to lunge at her. Meredith leapt back from it, using her powers without thinking. Vines leapt from the walls, wrapping around the creature and pulling it back, buying her some time. She ran down the stairs, her pulse pounding in her ears. 

She knew her way through the castle by now, and through some of the surrounding caves. Meredith knew that wouldn't be enough to get her through the whole of the Kingdom Beneath, but she hoped that, without Zander to try to stop her, she would eventually be able to find her way back to the surface. 

Meredith made her way down to the lower levels of the castle. A couple of goblin-kin drew their blades as they saw her, and Meredith lashed out with vines again, pulling them back into the mushrooms that covered the walls. She could feel those mushrooms starting to cover them, their spores finding a way into their flesh. 

Meredith hated being able to feel that, but she also didn't let the creatures go, because she knew that they would attack her again as soon as they got free. 

She knew from her wanderings through the castle that there would be a way out somewhere down on the lower levels of the castle, and that from there, she would be able to make it into the caves beyond. That was what mattered now: putting as much distance between herself and Zander as she could.

Meredith saw more of Zander's creatures as she headed through the castle. A whisperling stepped in front of her, strange and elegant, beautiful in an inhuman way and moving almost in silence. Its voice, when it spoke, was almost the most beautiful thing Meredith had heard.

"There is a disturbance in the castle, Princess. The king would want you to return to your rooms."

Meredith's first instinct was to use her magic on the creature, the way she had with the goblin-kin. She realized, though, that she didn't need to.

"You believe that you know what King Zander would want?" Meredith demanded, in a deliberately harsh tone. 

The whisperling paused, looking at Meredith with an unreadable expression.

"I am simply acting as I believe the king would wish, Princess," it said, its voice still soft and alluring. 

Meredith knew better than to trust any of Zander's creatures, no matter how beautiful or seemingly helpful they might appear. 

"I'll go where I please," Meredith declared, her voice ringing out through the corridor. "The king himself let me out of my rooms. Do you remember what happened the last time one of your kind tried to interfere when it came to me?"

One of the whisperlings had tried to poison Meredith. Zander had killed it, and not cleanly.

She felt a surge of satisfaction at the look of fear that crossed the whisperling's face in response to her words. The creature stepped back, bowing with courtly grace. It would probably never know that in doing so, it had avoided the same fate as the goblin-kin who had tried to stop Meredith before. 

She was getting closer to an exit now. She was practically away from the castle. Yet, even as she made for what appeared to be a way out, Meredith saw something, someone, who made her stop in her tracks. 

A young man in a knight's armor crossed an open doorway, a little behind Meredith. She wouldn't have seen him at all if she hadn't chanced to glance around, and she was sure that he didn't see her. 

Yet that moment was enough to pique her interest, because he appeared human. Meredith hadn't seen anyone human down here in the Kingdom Beneath other than Zander, let alone someone dressed as a knight. What was going on here?

A part of Meredith insisted that she should keep running, that she should ignore that one chance glimpse of someone else human down there, because she couldn't waste her chance to escape. 

Yet her curiosity got the better of her and Meredith started towards the doorway where the knight had appeared. Meredith stepped through it, into a long space filled with statues of the different creatures of Zander's domain. A figure stood among them, sword in one hand, shield in the other. He was taller than Meredith, with chestnut hair, high cheekbones and dark eyes. 

He stared at her with astonishment even as Meredith realized that she knew him. Her astonishment was even greater than his. The idea of seeing someone human down here, someone she knew… it was almost impossible to imagine. As she approached, she realized that it was Dorian, the son of Lord Antonio. She'd known him since she was young, even if she'd found him rather overbearing and full of himself most of the time.

"Dorian," Meredith whispered, hoping not to attract any unwanted attention. "What are you doing down here?”

Dorian stared at her as if he couldn't believe that he was actually seeing her. "Princess Meredith, thank goodness you're all right. I've been searching for you." He paused for a moment. "We've been searching for you."

Meredith frowned at that. "We?"

Dorian looked briefly pained. "Fifty of us set off. Myself, Justin and Lance were the only ones to make it into the Kingdom Beneath. We traveled here to the castle to try to save you."

"Lance is here?" Meredith said. She could still remember the young man who had danced with her at the ball for her eighteenth birthday, what seemed like an eternity ago now. He'd only just become a knight. The idea that he was here, trying to save her was somehow... somehow, it meant even more than the fact that Dorian was here. "Where is he? Where is Justin?"

"We split up to try to find you," Dorian said. "I took the lower levels, Justin the middle, and Lance went up to try to find you."

Those words made Meredith freeze in fear. She had come from the upper levels, which meant that there was a chance that Lance would find her rooms, and that he would find Zander. Meredith hoped that the poison she'd breathed into Zander during their kiss had done its job, but if it hadn't killed him...

Lance could be in a lot of danger.

"Come on," Meredith said, grabbing Dorian's hand. "We have to find the others."

"The plan was for us to meet outside," Dorian said. 

Meredith shook her head. "If Lance went up, there's a good chance that he's run into Zander. He's going to need our help."

Dorian looked conflicted then. Meredith could understand his hesitation. The plan was to escape, not to engage in a rescue mission. But Meredith couldn't leave Lance to face Zander alone. The idea of him being hurt or even killed by Zander made her heart feel like it was ready to explode. 

"We have to go," Meredith said firmly, tugging on Dorian's hand. "Please, Dorian. We have to try to help him."

Dorian hesitated for a moment more, but then he nodded, his expression grim. "All right. Let's go."

Together, they hurried through the castle, making their way up towards the upper levels.

Meredith wanted to head straight for her old room, but then she heard a cry of anguish coming from the throne room, in a very familiar voice. 

Lance was there, and he obviously needed Meredith's help.



OceanofPDF.com


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Lance let out a cry of rage as he threw himself at Zander, hacking at him with his longsword again and again.

There was no pretense of technique to this, no attempt at subtlety. Zander had just killed Lance's friend Justin, impaling him on a spur of stone, and now there was nothing left in Lance but the need to kill Zander in return.

The sound of steel clashing against stone echoed through the throne room as Zander used the stone sword he had created to deflect Lance's attacks with ease. But Lance didn't let up, his rage fueling him as he pressed on, determined to avenge Justin's death. 

Zander laughed as he parried a blow from Lance's sword. "Is this all you've got? Perhaps I should have kept your friend alive. It would be a more interesting fight."

Lance gritted his teeth, swinging his sword with even more force. "You'll pay for what you've done," he growled.

Zander shook his head, his eyes flickering with amusement as he moved smoothly around the throne room, avoiding Lance's blows. Lance tried a burst of shadows to distract Zander, but Zander twisted them and sent them back, so that Lance had to use his powers to cast the shadows aside.

"You don't understand, young knight. I have power over shadow and stone. You are no match for me." Zander's voice was silk over steel, his movements graceful as he glided around the room.

Lance didn't care about Zander's power. He only cared about avenging Justin's death and saving Princess Meredith. 

Zander lashed out with his power over stone then, causing more stone spears to burst up from the floor. Lance had to dodge quickly to avoid them, dancing through the sudden maze of spears the way he might have dodged around trees in a forest. They hampered his sword strokes, reducing him to quick thrusts that Zander set aside smoothly with his stone blade. 

Zander started to go on the attack then, mixing together physical attacks with the stone sword with magical attacks with his gifts to control stone and shadow. Lance fought furiously to try to repel them all. His own gift for shadow, combined with the amulet that enhanced it, meant that he could stop Zander's shadow strikes and even lash out with shadowy tendrils of his own, but the combination of Zander's physical prowess and his magic made it almost impossible for Lance to gain any ground. Every time Lance thought he had an opening, Zander would twist away, his movements fluid and graceful.

For a moment, Lance felt a flicker of despair. Could he really not defeat Zander? Was he going to die here, in this throne room, without ever rescuing Princess Meredith?

Zander pushed Lance back, and further back, until he could feel the throne against his legs. Another push from Zander, and Lance was briefly pushed down into the stone throne. 

That throne seemed to reshape itself around Lance, shackles of stone wrapping themselves around his arms and legs so that Lance was forced to sit there. 

"There," Zander said, standing over him. "That makes things much simpler."

Lance strained against the bonds that held him, but there was no give in them. 

"You were a fool to try to face me," Zander said. He winced. "Meredith might have poisoned me, but I am still more than a match for you. Let me show you."

He flicked a finger, and a spur of stone, no thicker than a needle, shot up into Lance's arm. It was all Lance could do to keep from crying out in agony. But Lance refused to give Zander the satisfaction of seeing him in pain. He glared up at Zander, his eyes blazing with anger. 

"You'd better kill me now," he said. "Because when I get free of this, I'm going to kill you."

"Oh, I'll kill you," Zander said. "But if you're hoping for a quick death, you'll be disappointed."

He sent another needle of stone jabbing into Lance, and this time, Lance did cry out.

"I'm going to make you pay for ever daring to enter my kingdom," Zander said. "I'm going to make your death a thing that they will tell stories about throughout the Kingdom Beneath. I'm going to make it clear what happens to those who stand against me."

He stabbed Lance with needles of stone again, drawing fresh cries of agony from him. 

"When I'm done with you, I'll find Meredith," Zander promised. 

"I won't let you kill her," Lance said. 

"Kill her?" Zander said. "Oh, no. I have much more interesting plans for her. But first, I want to see you suffer." Zander raised his hand, and the needles of stone grew thicker, penetrating deeper into Lance's flesh. The pain was excruciating, and Lance felt himself slipping into a haze of agony and despair.

Then, Lance heard a cracking sound. He looked down to see cracks appearing over the throne on which he sat, splits opening in it as... as flowers and vines started to burst from it. They cracked the throne apart, splintering it into a million fragments, letting Lance get unsteadily to his feet. 

He looked out towards the other end of the great hall, and saw Meredith standing there with one arm outstretched. 

"Ah, Princess," Zander said, a cruel smile spreading across his face. "There you are. Just in time for you to suffer."

"You first," Meredith said, and her plants lashed out at Zander. Vines struck towards him like snakes, flowers burst around him, fungi started to spread out towards him. 

Zander hacked through them with spurs of stone, sending shadows back at Meredith in return. Lance grabbed for those shadows, stopping them from reaching her. Zander looked back at him in surprise. 

That gave Meredith enough time to wrap Zander in vines, coiling around him, constricting him, holding him in place with his arms pinned to his sides. 

Still, he fought back. He sent up spurs of stone in an effort to kill Meredith. He lashed out with more shadows. Lance grabbed the amulet that sat around his neck, calling on every shadow in the hall. He brought them down in a veil around Zander, blocking his view of the princess, making it impossible for him to target her. 

Lance was bleeding now and still in pain, but he knew that he couldn't afford to hesitate. He snatched up his sword from next to the throne, where he must have dropped it in his pain. He thrust into the heart of the shadows, at the spot where he knew Zander would still be held by Meredith's vines. 

He felt the blade bite home into flesh, heard Zander's cry of pain as it did so. Lance pulled his blade out, bloody now. He let his shadows fade and Zander hung there limply in the vines. 

Those vines tossed him aside, and he lay there still on the floor. Lance had done it. He’d killed Zander!

Lance hurried over to Meredith, standing there, simply staring at her for a moment or two. 

She didn't look the same as she had that last morning beneath the tree outside Destarra, when Zander had taken her. She seemed paler now, the red of her hair deeper, more like blood or flames. She wore a dark dress that was nothing like the delicate things she'd worn at court. But the biggest difference was her expression. It seemed harder, somehow, as if she'd been through a lot down here.

But she was still Meredith, still the young woman Lance had danced with the night of her birthday, still the one his heart beat faster for, just at the sight of her. 

Meredith was staring back at him, as if she could barely believe that he was there. 

"I came to rescue you," he said, and there were tears in his eyes. "I came to save you. I didn’t expect you to be the one saving me."

"I know," Meredith said. "Dorian told me. I thought... I thought no one was coming."

"I would have fought through anything to get to you," Lance said. "We did, but Justin..." 

Lance remembered what had happened to his friend. Justin lay broken and lifeless on the floor, blood pooled around him. Lance crouched beside him, the pain of the loss running through him again. 

Meredith was there beside him. "Justin was brave, and he was good. I always liked him."

Dorian ran into the throne room then, his sword and shield ready to fight. He'd obviously tried, and failed, to keep up with the princess. 

"Meredith, you shouldn't run ahead like that. What if... Justin?"

He ran over, standing over the fallen young knight. Lance could see the sudden grief and agony on his face. Lance had thought for a long time that Dorian didn't care about anyone other than himself. In that moment, as Dorian looked at Justin's dead form, he knew better. 

Lance wasn't sure how long the three of them stood there, staring at their dead friend. They'd stopped Zander, they'd freed Meredith, but it had cost them all so much. 

It was Meredith who moved first, crouching and taking up Justin's sword. Maybe that was because she'd been there for so long, and that meant that she knew the dangers of the castle better than all of them, or maybe she was eager to get out of there after being held as a prisoner for so long. Whatever the reason, she started to head for the door to the throne room. 

"We need to go," she said. "We might have stopped Zander, but we still need to escape his kingdom."

Lance nodded. He knew as well as anyone just how difficult that would be.
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CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Thea stood at the heart of a circle of bow wielding wild-kin and considered her options. It didn't take very long. 

"Where is the jade flower of the goddess?" Chancellor Amos asked. 

Thea thought about lying. It was one of the things she did best, after all, but she suspected that wouldn't work here. It wasn't just the wild-kin surrounding her and the others; it was the looks on Polk and Safek's faces as they stood with her. There was so much disappointment there, and it hurt. How dare the knight and the barbarian look at her like that?

Thea knew exactly why they were looking at her that way. She'd messed up. She'd thought that the wild-kin weren't going to be their allies, so she hadn't seen any harm in stealing from them. It had felt as though they deserved it, for turning her, Polk and Safek down. 

No, that was just the lie Thea was telling herself, and even if she was a good liar, she could see through this one.

"It's here," Thea said with a sigh, reaching into the pouch that contained the flower and taking it out. She held it out to Amos, who hurried forward to take it, his golden eyes on Thea the whole time. 

"The others had nothing to do with this," Thea said. "I'm the one who took the flower. They didn't even know that I had it. Punish me if you want, leave them out of it." 

Thea was a little surprised to hear those words coming out of her own mouth. The sensible thing to do would have been to deny all knowledge of the flower, or, failing that, to find someone else to pin the blame on. Maybe she could even have dived back into the ways between the worlds, leaving Safek and Polk to deal with the fallout from all of this. 

She could have done that, possibly even should have, but somehow, Thea couldn't quite bring herself to do it.

"You came here asking for an alliance, but instead, you stole from us?" Amos said, stepping back to the other wild-kin.

"When did you do this, Thea?" Polk asked, the disappointment on his face obvious. 

"Last night, before we went to the centaurs," Thea said. "You were asleep, Safek was off talking to the chancellor. I wanted to take a look around."

"You took more than that, human," a voice said. Thea looked around and saw Jacinthe approaching. Of course she would be there, the one responsible for the vote going against them in the wild-kin council in the first place. "Amos, I demand that these three be taken to the council chamber for judgment."

"I told you!" Thea said. "The others didn't have anything to do with this!"

Jacinthe looked at her without pity. Of course she did. Probably, she didn't even know the meaning of the word. "That is a matter for the council to decide."

Thea cursed under her breath. She knew from their last time there what the council was like.

There wasn't a lot of choice, though, unless Thea and the others were willing to take on all the wild-kin. The wild-kin herded her, Polk and Safek towards the great tree that housed the council chamber.

"Why, Thea?" Safek asked as they walked. "Why did you do something like this?"

"Because she's selfish," Polk said. "Because she doesn't care what happens to the kingdom."

"I care," Thea insisted. "I care," she repeated when it seemed obvious that they didn't believe her. "Do you think I'd be doing any of this if I didn't care? I'm the reason the centaurs agreed to help."

"By lying," Polk said, in a sharp whisper.

"What you were doing wasn't working," Thea insisted. 

"You still haven't told us why you stole the flower," Safek pointed out.

Thea shrugged. "Because it was there. Because it was pretty."

"The real reason, Thea," Safek said, not looking away from her. It seemed to Thea as if he could look right through her. 

Thea thought about ignoring him, but that was pretty much impossible. She thought about lying, but that seemed even harder. She even thought about trying to break through the cordon of guards, just so that she wouldn't have to answer. 

Finally, though, she sighed. 

"Because I thought everything was falling apart. Because I thought, if I can't be a hero, why not be a thief?"

Safek was still looking at her though. 

"What? That's everything. That's... that's..."

It was the truth. It was. Thea didn't have anything else. 

"The world is always going to go wrong somehow," Thea said. "So why not? Why not have all the fun I can have along the way?"

Thea had seen her family killed, had had to do plenty of things she hadn't wanted to when she'd been in the gangs of Destarra. She'd seen how cruel the world had been over and over. Things fell apart. That's what they did. It was easier to keep moving before they did, to keep stealing. The only problem with that was that it occasionally ruined things too. Normally, that wasn't a problem. Normally, Thea could just move on, but she couldn't move on from this.

Thea didn't make a break for it, just kept walking with the others up to the tree, and then into the chamber itself. 

Thea stood at the heart of it with Safek and Polk, the members of the wild-kin council looking down at them from their seats above. Chancellor Amos took his place, as did Jacinthe.

"What do you have to say?" Amos asked. 

Polk started to step forward, but Thea pushed past him. 

"I said it before," she said. "I stole the flower. The others knew nothing about it. If you want to punish me, do it. But don't let that stand in the way of everything that needs to happen. We got the centaurs to aid Destarra. Keep your word, Chancellor Amos. Come to Destarra's aid too. Show her the horse figurine thing, Polk."

Thea could still be a hero in this, and probably, she could escape from whatever prison the wild-kin threw her into in due course. Probably. 

Polk took out the horse head figurine, holding it up for all to see. 

The council murmured amongst themselves, and for a moment, Thea felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe they would listen to reason. Maybe they would see that they had to help. 

But then Jacinthe stepped forward, a sneer on her face. "Your words mean nothing," she said. "Actions speak louder than words, and your actions have shown that, like all humans, you cannot be trusted. For all we know, you stole that figurine, as you stole the jade flower. Chancellor Amos, the council voted before. We decided not to help these humans. Why do they think that, merely by getting the centaurs' help, that would change our minds?"

There was a long pause. 

"Because I told them that," Amos said at last. 

Thea felt her heart sink. She had been foolish to think that she could change their minds with just words. She should have known better. But she couldn't give up now. She had to try.

"Please, Jacinthe," Thea begged. "You have to help us. You have to help Destarra. If we don't stop the Janden they will consume us all."

Jacinthe shrugged. "That is a human problem. Councillors, I suggest that we vote to see these humans executed."

"No," Amos said. "If we must vote, then let us see them cast out of our lands without our aid, and for them to die if they return."

That was better than death, but not by much, not if it meant that Destarra didn't get the help it needed. Jacinthe nodded slowly. 

"Very well. Let us vote then and..."

She tailed off as one of the wild-kin ran into the room on faun-like legs. She was wearing green robes and holding a sphere of wood a little bigger than Thea's head. 

"Councillors! Something is happening! Something you must see!"

"We are about to take a vote, Seer!" Jacinthe said. 

"This is more important!" The wild kin held up the sphere and said a few words. It glowed, the surface shimmering, images appearing on it. 

At first, Thea thought that they were birds, but then the image moved closer, and she saw what they really were. 

"Dragons," she breathed. She'd seen wild-kin and centaurs, but she'd never thought that she would see dragons.

"Where are these dragons?" Amos asked. 

"In Lytos," the seer said. "Heading south."

"Towards Destarra?" Amos asked. "This is a sign, Jacinthe. A sign that cannot be ignored."

"We do not know-"

"We do know," Amos said. "Dragons have been an important sign for as long as our people have been in the world. More important than centaurs going to war, more important than almost anything. Their flight signals change in the world. I do not like what this thief did any more than you, but this shows us what must happen. Councillors, I must ask you to vote in accordance with this sign. I ask you to vote to aid Destarra."

"Then I have a counter-proposal," Jacinthe said, standing. "Councillors, I say that Chancellor Amos has overstepped in this. His tall of signs is nonsense, and these thieves deserve to die. I say that, if you do not vote for the chancellor's proposal, he should step down from office, and these three should be put to death for their crimes."

"So be it," Amos said.

So be it? Thea wished that she could be that untouched by it all. As it was, either she and the others would get the help they needed...

...or they would all die.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

"Is today the day I'm going to die?" King Aldus wondered aloud.

"Your majesty?" one of his servants asked, obviously worried. 

Aldus shook his head, looking out over the city, and beyond it, to the spot where the Janden's encampment sat. The barbarians were drawing up into battle lines now, although they did not have the discipline or order of real soldiers. 

The mercenaries had more order, drawing up in neat ranks of crossbowmen and pikemen. The nobles had the most, drawing up in wedges of mounted knights, accompanied by men at arms and archers. 

Aldus sighed, feeling the weight of his people's lives on his shoulders. He had promised that his army would march out to break the siege today, but he wasn't sure if they were ready. 

But he had no choice. He had to try.

"Ready my horse," he said to the servant. "And prepare my armor."

The servant hesitated for a moment, looking the king up and down. 

"Your majesty, your injuries-"

"No one knows more about my injuries than I do," Aldus said. "But if my army is to give battle today, I will ride at its heart."

"Do you have to ride out, my king?" the servant asked. "Why not wait? Between the cold and the lack of food, our foes may break and leave before the city gives in."

Aldus shook his head. 

"No, they won't. The Janden are a stubborn people, and they will not leave until they've taken the city. Tak has promised that if we do not give battle today, his people will storm the walls."

"Our walls are strong," the servant said. "Why not fight the Janden on them?"

"Because we could not hold," Aldus said. "It would cost the Janden dearly, but they would break through, and then everyone in the city would be killed."

"And you think that won't happen anyway?" the servant asked. 

Aldus had been asking himself that for much of the night. "I believe that Tak will not kill those who submit to him if he wins, and I believe our best chance is out in the field. If I can kill him, the Janden will crumble."

That was the heart of his strategy. Kill the chief of the Janden, and they would fall apart. Tak was the only thing holding them together. Aldus would throw everything he had at that goal. 

"But the Janden will crush you out in the field, my king," the servant said. 

Aldus shook his head. "It is our only chance. We must fight them or die trying. Now, my armor."

The servant lowered his head, understanding the gravity of the situation. "As you command, your majesty."

The servant bowed, hurrying off to carry out the king's orders. Aldus took a deep breath, steeling himself for what was to come. He knew that the battle ahead would be difficult, but he had to give it his all. He had to fight for his people, for his city, and for his kingdom.

He donned his armor, piece by piece: a breastplate of shining steel, greaves and vambraces to protect his limbs, and a helmet with a plume of red feathers. All augmented by the runes of the small magic to provide greater protection.

He checked his sword, making sure it was sharp and ready for battle. Aldus had spent so long leaning on it as a crutch these last couple of days that it was easy to forget that it was a weapon forged for battle, bolstered by magic, sharp as a razor in spite of its size. 

Aldus leaned on it now as he made his way back to the window, looking out over the city again. His forces were forming up inside the gates. Knights of the king's guard, ordinary guardsmen, armed with everything that the armory had to offer. Their weapons and armor would have the runes of the small magic upon them, making them sharper and tougher than mere steel should be, but Aldus knew that could only make up for so much. The Janden had the numbers. 

Which was why Aldus looked to the horizon, hoping that he would see allies coming to aid him and his soldiers. It was a desperate hope, because he knew the people he'd sent to fetch those allies: a knight who had been a common guardsman a couple of weeks ago, a barbarian who should have been one of his enemies, a thief who looked as though she might run off at the first sign of trouble. Aldus had sent them to fetch the wild-kin, but would that ancient people deign to come to the aid of humans, given all that had passed between them?

Aldus didn't know, but hope lay in not knowing. Leaning on his sword, he limped down through the castle, heading for the courtyard outside and his waiting horse. 

As he made his way through the castle, Aldus couldn't help but feel the weight of his decisions. He knew that the battle ahead would be brutal and that many of his soldiers would not make it out alive. But he also knew that he had to fight for his city and his people. They were counting on him, and he couldn't let them down.

Outside, the courtyard was bustling with activity as soldiers prepared for battle. Aldus mounted his horse, feeling the familiar weight of his armor and sword. 

He rode down towards the gates of the city and his waiting army. Aldus could feel the eyes of the city's population upon him as he rode. Were they hopeful, aprehensive? Did they care that their king was riding out, potentially to die?

Aldus winced with every jolt of his horse, his injuries troubling him. He gritted his teeth and ignored it, knowing that the adrenaline of battle would soon numb the ache. He looked out over his army and saw the fear etched on the faces of some of his soldiers. He knew that they were up against impossible odds, but he also knew that they had no choice but to fight. 

Aldus rode to the front of his men, where they would all see him. He let their gazes fall upon him, let them take in the sight of their king, ready for battle. 

"Soldiers of Lytos!" Aldus shouted, his voice carrying over the silent crowd. "Today we fight for our homes, our families, and our freedom! Today we fight for the future of our kingdom! Today we fight to take back what is rightfully ours!"

Aldus's voice boomed over the crowd, and he could feel the energy and enthusiasm of his soldiers rising. They were ready to fight, to risk their lives for their king and their country. Aldus drew his sword and held it high above his head, the blade glinting in the sun. It didn't matter that his arm ached with the effort of it; all that mattered was what his soldiers saw.

"So I implore you, fight with all your might, and show them that we are not to be trifled with!"

That got a roar of agreement from his men.

"Some of you may wonder why we are going to to face our foes in the open field," Aldus said. "I say to you that it is the only way to protect the people of Destarra. If we sit behind our walls, then tomorrow, we will be overrun by the Janden. Our only hope is to strike them now. We will strike at the heart of them. We will slay their leader and try to scatter them. Without a leader, they will fall to fighting among themselves."

That was what Aldus hoped. He had to present it as a certainty, had to give his men a reason to believe. 

For now, there was only one thing to say.

"Open the gates!"

Slowly, the gates to the city started to creak open. This was the most dangerous moment. The Janden could choose to charge now, trying to take the gate as it opened. Aldus didn't believe that they would. The gates would limit their ability to bring their numbers to bear, and besides, it didn't fit with what Aldus knew of the Janden. They would want the honor, the glory, of destroying his forces in the field. They would want to wrap around his army like a bear trying to crush it. 

Aldus' army was not that. It was an arrow, aimed at the heart of the bear. If they could slay Tak, they could shatter the morale of the invading forces. Without their leader, they would scatter. Aldus had to believe that.

He would believe it more easily if his hoped for allies were appearing over the horizon, but so far, there was no sign of the wild-kin. 

It seemed that Destarra was alone.
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CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

Meredith swung her borrowed sword at one of the goblin-kin in her path, wincing as it cut into the creature, cutting it down. Beside her, Dorian held back the efforts of one trying to stab Meredith with a spear using his shield, then stabbed the creature through the heart with his sword. 

Lance, meanwhile... 

Lance was like poetry in motion, scything through the goblin-kin in their way in spite of the wounds he’d suffered fighting Zander. The stone spikes driving into his flesh didn’t seem to have slowed him down. His sword moved with the precision of an artist's brush, and everywhere it touched, their foes died. His powers struck out as readily as his blade, the shadows of the Kingdom Beneath dancing to his will, enveloping the goblin-kin and pulling them into the darkness.

As they moved forward through the tunnels, slicing and dodging the goblin-kin attacks, Meredith couldn't help but feel grateful for the two knights by her side. She knew that without them, she would still be trapped in the depths of the Kingdom Beneath, her fate uncertain.

Meredith's powers struck out at the goblin-kin as she thought of it, thorny vines whipping at them, a thicket growing up to hold them back. She did not have Lance or Dorian's skill with a blade, but even down here, her control over plants could help to save them all. 

The three of them pushed forward, heading upwards, ever upwards, through the tunnels of the Kingdom Beneath. Their goal now was to find a route that might lead to the surface, one that might lead the three of them to safety, outside of Zander's domain. 

Only it wasn't Zander's now, was it? Lance and Meredith had managed to strike him down in his own castle. There would be a power vacuum now in the kingdom, one that would no doubt see the cruel creatures of this place turn on one another in unbridled violence. Meredith would be more than grateful to be clear of the Kingdom Beneath's tunnels before that happened. 

As they continued on their path, they came across a fork in the tunnel. Dorian took the lead, studying the two tunnels with a critical eye. "This way," he said, indicating the right path. "I can sense a slight draft coming from that direction. It might lead us to the surface."

They followed his lead, moving quickly and cautiously through the twisted passageways. As they went, the air grew colder and the ground became rougher beneath their feet. Meredith couldn't see anything in the near-total darkness, but she could smell the dampness of the earth and the faint scent of fresh air wafting towards them. 

Lance took out a stone and, to Meredith's surprise, scraped a mark on it of the small magic that caused it to glow. 

"Where did you gain this power?" Meredith asked. "The last time I saw you, I barely knew that I had a gift, and you were just a knight."

"I did not know I possessed a gift then," Lance said. "The magus Margav told me that I had one, but it took one of the creatures down here to teach me to use it."

"And now you can manipulate shadows, the way... he could." Meredith didn't want to say Zander's name right then. 

"I am not Zander, princess," Lance said, stopping and reaching out to touch her hand. "I might have the same gift, but I am not like him."

Meredith felt a shiver run down her spine at the mention of Zander's name. The memories of her time in his captivity were still fresh in her mind, and the thought of anything related to him made her uneasy. But Lance's touch on her hand was reassuring, and she nodded in acknowledgment of his words.

"I know that," she said, looking up at Lance. "You have proven that. I trust you."

Lance smiled at her, a small but genuine expression of gratitude. "Thank you, Meredith. That means a lot."

"Not as much as saving me does," Meredith said. Her hand lingered over Lance's. "Lance, I wanted to say..." 

She paused, wondering if she should say anything, but if her time there in the Kingdom Beneath had taught Meredith anything, it was that she had to seize the moment she found herself in. She couldn't afford to hang back and be the perfect princess everyone expected her to be.

"I thought of you when I was in Zander's clutches," Meredith said. "I hoped... I hoped that it would be you to save me for a long time."

"And then what happened?" Lance asked. 

"Then I decided to save myself."

Dorian was looking a little uncomfortable with the way this was going, maybe a little angry, too. "I'll scout ahead a little way."

He headed off without waiting for them to reply.

"You know he's jealous?" Lance said, and then stopped. "Not that there's anything to be jealous of. Not that I would presume..."

Meredith cut him off with a kiss. It wasn't the well-practiced kiss that she'd had with Zander. It was simple, and honest, and just... good. If anything, it was all the better for not being perfect, for it just being the two of them, and of course, for Lance being slightly surprised. Meredith was glad that there wasn't poison running through her veins anymore. She didn't want to do anything to hurt him.

"What was that for?" Lance asked, when they finally broke apart from one another. 

"Well, it is traditional when a great hero saves a princess from her captivity," Meredith said. 

"I'm pretty sure you saved me at the end there," Lance pointed out. 

"Then maybe it's just because I wanted to," Meredith said. "Maybe it's because I've wanted to since the night of the ball, when we danced together. I think... I think I'm a little in love with you, Lance. I have been since the moment I saw you."

Lance's smile at tht told Meredith a lot about how he felt when it came to that, but even so, it was good when he actually said it. 

"I've been in love with you too, Meredith," Lance said, taking her hand and squeezing it gently. "But I didn't know if it was appropriate to say anything. I'm just common born, after all."

Meredith felt a warmth spread through her chest at Lance's words. She had been so afraid that he would reject her, and the relief of knowing that he felt the same way was overwhelming.

"There's nothing common about you, Lance," Meredith said. "A knight who can travel into the Kingdom Beneath to save me? Someone common born who could pass the tests to join the king's guard? Someone, it turns out, with his own gifts to match mine? And none of those things is the reason that I think about you so much. It's you, Lance, it's just you."

"That's... thank you, Meredith," Lance said, holding onto her tightly. "That means so much, from you."

His tone was still slightly bittersweet. 

"What is it?" Meredith asked him. 

"I'm just thinking of all the people we lost along the way," Lance said. "And of how much there is still to do."

"Justin was a good person," Meredith said. She'd known the noble born young knight from the royal court. He'd been kind and brave, always ready to lend a hand to anyone who needed it. Meredith felt a pang of grief at the thought of his loss, but she knew that they couldn't dwell on it now. They had to keep moving forward.

"Yes, he was," Lance said, his voice heavy with emotion. "But I wasn't just thinking about him. I was thinking of all the other knights who came here to try to find you."

"I hope my return is worth their sacrifice," Meredith said. She considered that. "I hope I can be worthy of their sacrifice."

Lance nodded. "I believe that any one of them would make the same sacrifice again, and not just because you're a princess they were sworn to protect."

"Because of the effect my powers have on Lytos," Meredith guessed. 

Lance looked surprised. "How did you know about that?"

"Zander talked about it," Meredith said. "He said he planned to keep me from the surface and watch Lytos wither."

"He sent shadows too, to cover the skies," Lance said. 

"Well, maybe between us, we can undo that."

Meredith could hear the sound of Dorian's booted feet returning down the passage. 

"It's clear this way," he said. "Are we ready to get going again?"

Meredith would have loved nothing better than to stay there forever with Lance, but for now, she nodded. 

"Let's get moving. We need to get back to my father's kingdom."

They kept heading upwards, towards the surface. The tunnels were dark and damp, but Lance's glowing rock helped light their way. Meredith was grateful for that piece of the small magic, as it saved them from stumbling over the uneven ground.

As they made their way closer to the surface, they could feel the air becoming less stale and more fresh. Meredith took deep breaths, savoring the scent of the outside world. She had been trapped underground for too long.

No creatures bothered them now. Perhaps there weren't any this close to the surface, but Meredith believed that it was more than that. She suspected that they were deliberately leaving their small party alone. They were afraid of her and Lance, with the gifts they possessed. 

As they walked, Lance kept a tight grip on Meredith's hand. She could feel the strength in his fingers and she took comfort from it. She didn't know what was waiting for them on the surface, but she knew that whatever it was, she didn't want to face it alone. 

After what felt like hours, they finally saw a glimmer of light up ahead. They quickened their pace, eager to see the sun again. A cave mouth lay ahead, some fissure that must have opened recently, and beyond it lay... the world. 

Meredith stepped out into the open air of Lytos for the first time in weeks, and it was like stepping into a new world. The sky above was covered in shadows, but even so, a cool breeze swept over her skin, making her feel alive again. She was grateful to be back, but she knew that they couldn't stay here for long. They needed to make their way back to the castle and let her father know that she was alive and safe. 

"Do you know where we are?" Meredith asked. 

Lance and Dorian both shook their heads. 

"My guess is that we're a long way north of Destarra," Dorian said. "We had to travel far to the north to enter the Kingdom Beneath, although it's hard to tell how far we traveled below ground."

Which meant that it might be days before they got back to Destarra. Meredith looked around at the lands near them. Once, they would probably have been lush and green. Now, they seemed blighted and dead. Was this what her absence had done?

"Can you do anything about the shadows?" Meredith asked Lance. 

"Maybe. Hold on." He frowned with concentration, clutching an amulet that sat around his neck. Slowly, above the three of them, a patch of warm blue sky opened up, letting through a shaft of sunlight. It wasn't much, but it was a start.

Now, they just needed to get back home.
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CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath groaned as he lay there in his throne room, slowly coming back from the brink of death.

He could feel the fungal spores knitting together his flesh, healing him, changing him. He laughed bitterly as the side effects of Princess Meredith's presence in his kingdom started to undo the damage that she and the knight, Lance, had done to him during her escape from his castle. 

If he closed his eyes, Zander could still feel the pain of the sword thrust Lance had inflicted on him, driving his enchanted blade through Zander's flesh while he'd been held in place by Meredith's vines. 

He could feel the poison Meredith had breathed into him running through his veins, too. That had been the biggest surprise of all. He had underestimated her power, and now he was paying the price. The poison had almost killed him, but the fungal spores had brought him back from the brink of death.

Zander knew he needed to regain his strength and power, and he needed to do it quickly. He had lost face in front of his own people when Meredith had escaped, and he knew that he needed to take drastic measures to prove his strength again. 

Zander moved away from his shattered throne, out from his throne room, searching for any of his servants that were still living. He saw the bodies of so many who had served him littering the halls, goblin-kin and dwarves, whisperlings and stranger things still. The knights had done their bloody work here. 

Zander left the halls of his castle, heading through the tunnels beyond them. As he walked through the dark and twisted tunnels of the Kingdom Beneath, Zander's mind was consumed with thoughts of revenge. He couldn't let Meredith and Lance get away with what they had done to him. He needed to make them pay for their insolence. 

He walked, wrapping his shadows around him, feeling the vibrations of the stone tunnels, listening to their secrets. He was a long way from being back to his full strength, but he knew that he needed to act now. Some things could not wait. 

Zander headed through the kingdom, walking in the direction of one of the markets down below that served as a meeting place for so many of the different creatures that lived in the tangled depths of his kingdom.

He heard it before he found it, the sound of raucous laughter and the smell of smoke and ale. As he rounded a corner, he saw the market come into view, a dimly lit and smoky place filled with shadowy figures.

Zander stood at the edge, watching the crowd. He saw goblin-kin and dwarves, whisperlings and beast-like creatures. A couple of trolls served as porters for goods. A couple of shadow creatures stalked the edges. It was a rare sight, one that Zander knew he could use to his advantage.

He stepped forward, his shadow wrapping around him like a cloak, his eyes scanning the crowd. He saw many familiar faces, and a few that were not. He realized that some of them were probably rebels, those who had been waiting for the right moment to strike against him.

Zander didn't care, right then. 

He listened to them talking, these weird people of the Kingdom Beneath. It was then that he heard the first rumors.

"Did you hear?" a slime creature said to something with the head of a parrot. "They say King Zander is dead. They say the princess of thorns slew him, and his servants fled the castle."

The princess of thorns. That was a fine name for Meredith, Zander thought. He would have to make sure that he wrapped her in thorns when he caught her again. He wanted her broken, not just dead. 

For now, though, there were more immediate concerns. The rumors of his death, for one thing. 

Zander knew that he had to do something to quell these rumors and re-establish his strength and power. He stepped forward, his shadows coalescing around him. He reached out with his command over stone, and he shook the cavern. Stones tumbled down, so that a couple of the smaller goblin-kin were crushed and creatures of all kinds briefly ran in every direction. 

In the aftermath, he raised his voice in a roar that carried throughout the market. 

"Do you know who I am?" Zander demanded. "All of you, look at me. Who do you see? I am King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath, and it takes more than a princess to slay me! I will kill any who say otherwise."

One of the stallholders looked as if it might say something, but Zander gave the creature no time to speak. He threw his shadows at the beast instead, pouring them down its throat until it could not breathe with them. It left the creature choking on the ground, and Zander just looked on without pity. 

"I am King Zander. I took this place long ago, and even now, none has the strength to take it from me."

The market fell silent, and all eyes turned to him. Zander saw fear and uncertainty in the faces of some of the creatures around him, but he also saw a glint of defiance in others. He could work with that.

"I have returned from the brink of death, and I am stronger than ever before. Any who dare to rise against me will be crushed beneath the weight of my power."

As he spoke, Zander felt a surge of energy coursing through him, fueling his anger and his desire for revenge. He knew that he had to act quickly to regain control of his kingdom. But that was not all he wanted. 

The Kingdom Beneath was no longer enough.

"The so-called princess of thorns is gone from my kingdom," Zander said. "But you will have seen the effects of her presence. You will have seen the way the mushrooms grew that would strengthen those who ate them."

Actually, the mushrooms had twisted creatures, turning them into things even more hideous and dangerous than before. For Zander's aims, that made them perfect. 

"We have spent too long underground," he said. "Too long hiding from the surface, in case it struck us down. I tell you now that it is the folk of the surface who must fear us. My creatures, my subjects, we have hidden in the shadows for long enough."

He took a breath, determined to make the next few words count.

"It is time for us to rise up and take the world above for our own once more!"
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CRY OF THE BOLD

(Sword of the Dead, Book Five)

 

From #1 bestseller Morgan Rice comes the debut of a breathtaking new fantasy series, ideal for fans of Sarah J Maas, Brandon Sanderson and Jennifer L Armentrout.

 

From USA Today and #1 bestseller Morgan Rice, author of A Quest of Heroes (over 5,000 five star ratings) comes the long-awaited debut of a major new epic fantasy series. 

 

The SWORD OF THE DEAD series boldly reimagines the Persephone myth as a jumping off point to launch us into a startlingly new epic fantasy world, replete with fresh villains, kingdoms, tragedy monsters, and heroes.

 

When Meredith, the king’s 18 year old daughter, is snatched by a monster and taken miles down to an underground kingdom, Lance, a peasant boy who dreams of joining the King’s elite knights, vows to risk his life to save her. Lance embarks on an epic quest to prove himself before the king’s men, to find the secret passage to the underground, to brave intense trials, to battle hideous monsters, and to get her back.

 

Meanwhile, up above, with the king distracted and betrayed, a once-impregnable kingdom is crumbling, as enemies on all sides close in. Only a hardened girl thief, an unlikely hero, stands a chance of saving it all.

 

SWORD OF THE DEAD weaves an epic tale of fate and destiny, of magic and love, of sacrifice and power. A page-turning read, packed with cliffhangers and twists you will not anticipate, it will immerse you in another world. Appealing to young adults and adults of all ages, SWORD OF THE DEAD offers a fresh take on sword and sorcery adventure fantasy, and will keep you reading late into the night.

 

Future books in the series are also available.

 

“The beginnings of something remarkable are there.” 

--San Francisco Book Review  (re A Quest of Heroes)

 

“Has all the ingredients for an instant success: plots, counterplots, mystery, valiant knights, and blossoming relationships replete with broken hearts, deception and betrayal. It will keep you entertained for hours, and will satisfy all ages. Recommended for the permanent library of all fantasy readers.” 

--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (re The Sorcerer’s Ring)

 

“A spirited fantasy ….Only the beginning of what promises to be an epic young adult series.” 

--Midwest Book Review (re A Quest of Heroes)

 

“Action-packed …. Rice's writing is solid and the premise intriguing.” 

--Publishers Weekly  (re A Quest of Heroes)
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Did you know that I've written multiple series? If you haven't read all my series, click the image below to download a series starter!
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Morgan Rice

 

Morgan Rice is the #1 bestselling and USA Today bestselling author of the epic fantasy series THE SORCERER’S RING, comprising seventeen books; of the #1 bestselling series THE VAMPIRE JOURNALS, comprising twelve books; of the #1 bestselling series THE SURVIVAL TRILOGY, a post-apocalyptic thriller comprising three books; of the epic fantasy series KINGS AND SORCERERS, comprising six books; of the epic fantasy series OF CROWNS AND GLORY, comprising eight books; of the epic fantasy series A THRONE FOR SISTERS, comprising eight books; of the science fiction series THE INVASION CHRONICLES, comprising four books; of the fantasy series OLIVER BLUE AND THE SCHOOL FOR SEERS, comprising four books; of the fantasy series THE WAY OF STEEL, comprising four books; of the fantasy series AGE OF THE SORCERERS, comprising eight books; of the fantasy series SHADOWSEER, comprising five books; of the WISH series, comprising eight books (and counting); and of the SWORD OF THE DEAD series, comprising five books (and counting).

TURNED (Book #1 in the Vampire Journals) ARENA ONE (Book #1 of the Survival Trilogy)  and A QUEST OF HEROES (Book #1 in the Sorcerer’s Ring), RISE OF THE DRAGONS (Kings and Sorcerers—Book #1), A THRONE FOR SISTERS (Book #1), TRANSMISSION (The Invasion Chronicles—Book #1), THE MAGIC FACTORY (Oliver Blue and the School for Seers—Book One) , and REALM OF DRAGONS (Age of the Sorcerers—Book One)  are each available as a free download on Kobo!

Morgan loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.morganricebooks.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, download the free app, get the latest exclusive news, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!

 



OceanofPDF.com


BOOKS BY MORGAN RICE

 

SWORD OF THE DEAD

SWORD OF THE DEAD (Book #1)

SONG OF THE VALIANT (Book #2)

CROWN OF THE RIGHTEOUS (Book #3)

SHIELD OF THE FALLEN (Book #4)

CRY OF THE BOLD (Book #5)

 

WISH

WISH (Book #1)

DESIRE (Book #2)

ADORE (Book #3)

THIRST (Book #4)

ACHE (Book #5)

CRAVE (Book #6)

NEED (Book #7)

FATE (Book #8)

 

SHADOWSEER

SHADOWDEER: LONDON (Book #1)

SHADOWSEER: PARIS (Book #2)

SHADOWSEER: MUNICH (Book #3)

SHADOWSEER: ROME (Book #4)

SHADOWSEER: ATHENS (Book #5)

 

AGE OF THE SORCERERS

REALM OF DRAGONS (Book #1)

THRONE OF DRAGONS (Book #2)

BORN OF DRAGONS (Book #3)

RING OF DRAGONS (Book #4)

CROWN OF DRAGONS (Book #5)

DUSK OF DRAGONS (Book #6)

SHIELD OF DRAGONS (Book #7)

DREAM OF DRAGONS (Book #8)

 

OLIVER BLUE AND THE SCHOOL FOR SEERS

THE MAGIC FACTORY (Book #1)

THE ORB OF KANDRA (Book #2)

THE OBSIDIANS (Book #3)

THE SCEPTOR OF FIRE (Book #4)

 

THE INVASION CHRONICLES

TRANSMISSION (Book #1)

ARRIVAL (Book #2)

ASCENT (Book #3)

RETURN (Book #4)

 

THE WAY OF STEEL

ONLY THE WORTHY (Book #1)

ONLY THE VALIANT (Book #2)

ONLY THE DESTINED (Book #3)

ONLY THE BOLD (Book #4)

 

A THRONE FOR SISTERS

A THRONE FOR SISTERS (Book #1)

A COURT FOR THIEVES (Book #2)

A SONG FOR ORPHANS (Book #3)

A DIRGE FOR PRINCES (Book #4)

A JEWEL FOR ROYALS (BOOK #5)

A KISS FOR QUEENS (BOOK #6)

A CROWN FOR ASSASSINS (Book #7)

A CLASP FOR HEIRS (Book #8)

 

OF CROWNS AND GLORY 

SLAVE, WARRIOR, QUEEN (Book #1) 

ROGUE, PRISONER, PRINCESS (Book #2)

KNIGHT, HEIR, PRINCE (Book #3)

REBEL, PAWN, KING (Book #4)

SOLDIER, BROTHER, SORCERER (Book #5)

HERO, TRAITOR, DAUGHTER (Book #6)

RULER, RIVAL, EXILE (Book #7)

VICTOR, VANQUISHED, SON (Book #8)

 

KINGS AND SORCERERS

RISE OF THE DRAGONS (Book #1)

RISE OF THE VALIANT (Book #2)

THE WEIGHT OF HONOR (Book #3)

A FORGE OF VALOR (Book #4)

A REALM OF SHADOWS (Book #5)

NIGHT OF THE BOLD (Book #6)

 

THE SORCERER’S RING

A QUEST OF HEROES (Book #1)

A MARCH OF KINGS (Book #2)

A FATE OF DRAGONS (Book #3)

A CRY OF HONOR (Book #4)

A VOW OF GLORY (Book #5)

A CHARGE OF VALOR (Book #6)

A RITE OF SWORDS (Book #7)

A GRANT OF ARMS (Book #8)

A SKY OF SPELLS (Book #9)

A SEA OF SHIELDS (Book #10)

A REIGN OF STEEL (Book #11)

A LAND OF FIRE (Book #12)

A RULE OF QUEENS (Book #13)

AN OATH OF BROTHERS (Book #14)

A DREAM OF MORTALS (Book #15)

A JOUST OF KNIGHTS (Book #16)

THE GIFT OF BATTLE (Book #17)

 

THE SURVIVAL TRILOGY

ARENA ONE: SLAVERSUNNERS (Book #1)

ARENA TWO (Book #2)

ARENA THREE (Book #3)

 

VAMPIRE, FALLEN

BEFORE DAWN (Book #1)

 

THE VAMPIRE JOURNALS

TURNED (Book #1)

LOVED (Book #2)

BETRAYED (Book #3)

DESTINED (Book #4)

DESIRED (Book #5)

BETROTHED (Book #6)

VOWED (Book #7)

FOUND (Book #8)

RESURRECTED (Book #9)

CRAVED (Book #10)

FATED (Book #11)

OBSESSED (Book #12)

 



OceanofPDF.com

Ops/images/cover.jpg
SWORD OF THE DEAD-BOOK #4

SHIELD






Ops/images/img2.png
SWARRIOR 4
QUEEN

¢

A THRON | 1 '

FOR SISTERS WORTHY

MORGAN RICE

| SHADOWSEER
l\\\'l?Lw





Ops/images/img1.jpg
"BOLD

MORGAN RICE





