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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

As the gates of Destarra swung slowly open, revealing the army besieging the city, King Aldus of Lytos hoped that he was doing the right thing. 

He’d asked himself that question so many times in the hours leading up to this. The truth was that he didn't know if it was right, but it was the only choice now. His only chance to save the people of his city. 

Aldus sat atop his war horse, dressed in armor worked with the runes of the small magic, carrying the sword that had served him so well in battle before. He should have looked every inch the warrior king, but he suspected that it wasn’t enough.

He tried not to show any signs of pain as he rode, from the injuries sustained weeks back now when he'd been crushed by a falling tree. On foot, those injuries made his sword more of a crutch than a weapon, but on horseback, perhaps Aldus could still be the warrior he had been. 

What would his people see as they stood there? There were enough of them watching the army as it prepared to ride out. He was still tall and powerfully built, even if his once golden hair was laced with grey, his beard tangled, his face worn with more than forty years of caring for his people. 

He hoped that his people would remember this moment, when Aldus rode at the head of his army, ready to make one last stand against the barbarians who threatened the city. He tried not to shiver in the cold that had come upon his kingdom under shadow filled skies, sent by the king of the Kingdom Beneath, Zander. 

He led that army through the gates, his horse's hooves tracking through the snow beyond. The army of the Janden lay ahead. The only options today were to fight and win, or to die.

The part that worried Aldus was that, most likely, he and his army would simply die.

Even then, though, there was a chance that they might save the city. Tak, the leader of the Janden, had promised that he would spare the people of Destarra if Aldus rode out to face his forces in open battle. Tak’s Janden were weary and starving; he wanted a swift end to the siege and didn’t want to throw them at the walls of the city to die. 

Not that it was just the Janden Aldus and his soldiers were facing. Mercenaries from the city-states of the south were camped beside them. So were rebellious nobles of Lytos. Both had been brought there by the wiles of Lord Antonio, who had plotted to overthrow Aldus and take the throne from the start of all of this. 

Which reminded him. There was still one thing Aldus needed to do before the battle could begin. 

"Bring him!" Aldus said. 

A pair of his guards dragged a struggling figure forward in chains. He was slender, with chestnut hair and calculating eyes that watched everything closely. His clothes had once been fine, but were now dirty and torn. Weeks of being in a dungeon would do that to a man. 

Lord Antonio glared up at Aldus with undisguised hatred. Aldus was grateful for that. It made a change after so many years of Antonio plotting behind his back.

"What do you intend now, my king?" he spat the last couple of words. "Do you intend to execute me where all can see? It will make no difference to what happens. Or maybe you hope that I can negotiate with the Janden for you? Maybe I can talk King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath into giving back your daughter or taking the shadows from the skies."

Aldus drew his sword. 

"I should kill you, Antonio. Your actions have brought about the deaths of far too many of my people. You tried to murder me. You stand in league with Zander. You could be executed for any one of those things."

Aldus glanced down at Lord Antonio, his grip tightening around the hilt of his sword. The weight of the decision tugged at his weary soul. He knew that justice demanded retribution. Yet, as he stared into those calculating eyes, a flicker of doubt clouded his resolve.

"No," he said, lowering his sword. "I won't give you the satisfaction of an easy death, Antonio. If you want to be my enemy, go and be my enemy. Face me head on, rather than trying to stab me in the back. Guards, remove his chains. Send him over to stand with our foes. If he is lucky, the Janden archers will not feather him on the way over."

Antonio looked shocked at that. Clearly, he had never anticipated such a fate. He’d obviously thought that he would die here, in some kind of defiant death that would become a symbol for his followers. The guards hesitated for a moment, unsure of whether they should follow the king's order. But Aldus held their gaze with an unwavering determination, his steel-gray eyes piercing through their hesitation.

"Do as I command," he said, his voice firm and resolute. "Lord Antonio has made his choice. It's time he faces the consequences of his actions."

Reluctantly, the guards unshackled Lord Antonio and pushed him towards the enemy lines. Antonio stumbled but quickly regained his composure, casting a venomous glare at Aldus before starting across the open ground between the forces of Lytos and those of their foes. Perhaps he still thought that he would die, cut down by his allies as he approached. Perhaps that still might happen. Aldus half hoped for it.

Aldus turned away from the scene, his mind heavy with the weight of his decision. He knew that letting Antonio live was a risk, but he couldn't bring himself to simply cut the man down. That would only fuel any lingering resentment within Destarra. He didn’t know which of his men might turn against him for doing it, which might join his foes. Executing Antonio might make him a martyr and a rallying cry, an excuse for more traitors to try to murder Aldus. Aldus wanted to have his enemies in front of him for once, rather than worrying about daggers in the dark. 

Well, he had enough of those. The Janden's numbers were vast, their warriors clad in scale armor and furs, carrying a motley collection of weapons. Many were on horseback, carrying short bows that they could fire on the move to harry their foes, fleeing back out of range before anyone could retaliate. The mercenaries of the city states were clad in a mixture of different types of armor, carrying pikes or short swords, arranged in neat lines. The renegade nobles wore the armor of knights, their banners fluttering in the breeze, their lances stuck in the dirt, ready to be snatched up for battle. 

To Aldus' disappointment, the Janden didn't shoot down Antonio as he approached, perhaps because one of the renegade nobles rode out hurriedly to collect him and bring him back to the rebellious lines. Aldus guessed it was too much to hope that his enemies would take care of the threat that Antonio posed for him.

Aldus stood at the edge of his army, gazing out at the vast expanse of the enemy's forces. The sight was both awe-inspiring and daunting. The Janden warriors, with their fierce determination and tribal markings etched across their faces, presented a formidable challenge. The city-state mercenaries, battle-hardened and disciplined, were ready to unleash their deadly arsenal upon Aldus' men. And amidst it all, the rebellious nobles of Lytos, fueled by a thirst for power and vengeance, stood as a constant reminder of the treachery that lurked within his own kingdom.

But Aldus refused to falter in the face of this seemingly overwhelming opposition. He had been preparing for this moment, meticulously strategizing and training his army to withstand any assault. Now, as shadows covered the skies of the battlefield and snow continued to fall, he took a deep breath, steeling himself for the battle that lay ahead.

With a wave of his hand, Aldus signaled his commanders to assemble their troops. One by one, the soldiers fell into line, their armor glinting in the sunlight as they moved into precise formations. The heavy thud of boots on the ground echoed through the air as they formed a formidable wall of warriors, shields locked together, spears at the ready. His mounted knights formed into wedges, ready to piece the heart of the enemy's formations. 

Aldus positioned himself at the front of his army. His soldiers needed to see that their king would take any risk to keep his city safe. For this, they needed a reason to charge towards the enemy, and the presence of their king would help them do it.

With a mighty roar, Aldus raised his sword high above his head, its silver blade gleaming in the sunlight. The sound reverberated through the air, reaching the ears of every soldier in his army. It was a call to arms, a rallying cry that ignited a fire within their hearts.

"Soldiers of Lytos!" Aldus's voice boomed across the battlefield, carrying with it a fervor that could not be contained. "Today, we stand at the precipice of history! We face insurmountable odds, surrounded by enemies who seek to tear our kingdom apart. But I tell you this: we will not yield! We will not falter! For we are united, bound together by the blood that runs through our veins and the love we hold for our homeland!"

The soldiers listened intently, their eyes fixed on their king. There was an unwavering determination in each of their faces, a conviction that mirrored Aldus' own. He hoped it would be enough.

"Our foes do not have your discipline, do not have a city to fight for. They are held together by greed, or by fear of their leaders. We will take their leaders from them. We will strike at their heart, and rip Tak from this world. Lord Antonio will die beneath a blade, the way all foes of Lytos should."

That got another roar of approval from his men. 

There was nothing more to Aldus’ plan than that. One throw of the dice, throwing everything at the heart of their foes. They did not have the numbers for anything else. If they could kill Tak... well, then maybe the Janden would scatter, or fall to bickering among themselves. Maybe it would be enough to save Destarra. 

If they failed, then Lytos would fall to its enemies, and the people of Destarra might be slaughtered before the day was out. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Today, Tak thought as he finished sharpening his sword, was the day when Destarra would fall to the Janden. 

It was a thought that made him smile to think it, standing at the heart of his encampment. He stood there, as tall and as broad shouldered as the largest of his men, dark haired and clad in scale armor, his beard worked with rings that glinted in the light. He carried a bow and a curved sword, ready for battle. 

His woman, Lyra, stood at the mouth of the tent. She was sleek and dark-haired, her dark eyes roving over him with worry. 

"You fear for me?" Tak asked her. 

"Who would not fear, in the moments before a battle?" Lyra asked. 

He snatched her up, pulling her in for one last kiss. "I do not fear. I am Tak, chief of the Janden, I am the one who brought the tribes together by force. I am the one who brought them to this land. Now, I am the one who will take this city and crush all before me."

He pushed her back towards the tent, mounting his horse. He could see his warriors preparing for battle around him. The warriors of the Janden moved with a wild energy, the air vibrating with anticipation as their war cries echoed through the snow-covered landscape. Tak's eyes scanned the ranks of his warriors, men and women both their bodies covered in furs and adorned with tribal symbols. Each one was a formidable force, honed by years of warfare and survival in the harshest of environments. Tak had been the one to make them one people, slaying their tribal leaders, forcing them to follow him.

His horse snorted and pawed at the ground, sensing its master's restless energy. With a swift motion, Tak swung himself onto its back, his muscles rippling beneath his armor. He could feel the power thrumming through his veins, a primal force that fueled his every movement. 

He saw leaders coming forward from the ranks of both the mercenaries and the rebel nobles of Lytos. Valtor of the mercenaries was there, of course, dressed like a fop as usual, his hair oiled, his mustache trimmed to preening perfection. It was hard to remember sometimes that this man could fight, although he had years of fighting for the city-states of the south behind him. Lord Grant claimed the command of the nobles who had decided to betray Lytos. He was tall and brooding, dressed in the armor of a knight, the symbol of a hawk upon his shield. 

A third man walked with them. Tak recognized him as the one who had been sent out from the city across the battlefield. Tak had almost had him shot as he walked over. Yet now, he stood with the commanders of the other sections of Tak’s army. He was slender and calculating. From somewhere, he had acquired a sword and a coat of mail, along with a shield marked with the symbol of balancing scales. 

He spoke before Tak could. 

"Your warriors don't seem to be forming up in lines for battle," he said. 

"We are the Janden," Tak replied. "Forming pretty squares and wedges is for men who would rather drill than fight."

The truth was that even Tak couldn't persuade the Janden to adopt the disciplined formations of professional soldiers. Each family, each clan, would fight together. They would follow his orders because they did not dare do otherwise. Beyond that, Tak couldn't ask much. But he wasn’t going to let some man not of the tribes know that. 

"Who is this?" Tak asked. "Some messenger from the city, come to beg us to talk some more?"

If so, Tak would cut the man down and stick his head on a spear for all to see. The time for talking was done. The time for blood was at hand. Aldus had promised a battle today, and if he did not keep that promise, Destarra would suffer for it.

Valtor shook his head, though. Even more strangely, he gave the newcomer a deep bow. "Chief Tak, may I present my employer, Lord Antonio?"

Those words made Tak stop and look at the newcomer with fresh eyes. He was dirty and his clothes were ragged, but Tak could see the arrogance of a nobleman there. He looked more like he had come from one of the city-states, though, rather than from Lytos. 

"You are not one of the Lyt," Tak said. "From what I heard, Lord Antonio was one of King Aldus' closest advisors."

Was this some kind of trick?

The other man nodded. "I was, for many years. But I am originally from the city-states. Hence my connections with the mercenaries there. Do you doubt who I am when both Valtor and Grent will vouch for me?"

Tak had to admit that there wasn't much the two men would agree on willingly. Still, something felt wrong about this.

"Why would King Aldus release you, rather than cutting you down?" Tak asked. 

"He is weak," Lord Antonio said. "I intend to make him pay for that weakness. If we work together, then it will be easy. Have your men form up on the left side, and-"

It took an effort for Tak to keep from striking him. He only refrained at all because he suspected it would mean losing both Grant and Valtor’s forces. "I am Tak. I command here. My people will fight as I have told them to fight, with fury, overwhelming the foe. Valtor, Grent, will your forces be alongside us?"

"We will do as Lord Antonio commands," Valtor said, with an unapologetic shrug.

Again, Tak was tempted to strike Antonio down. Again, he held back, fixing the Lytos noble with a level stare. 

"They tell me that you can lift the shadows from the sky. Your men have claimed it often enough."

"I am in contact with the one who can," Lord Antonio said smoothly. Too smoothly for Tak’s tastes. "When this is done, Lytos will bathe in sunlight once more."

"And no doubt there will be a price for that?"

Lord Antonio shrugged. "Little in this world is free."

Tak was starting to see why King Aldus had let the nobleman go. It was an easy way for him to sow discord. His presence complicated everything here. In the aftermath of all of this, it would probably be necessary to kill him. But not before he had used whatever influence he had to lift the shadows. 

"That is a question for after," Tak said. "For now, there is still a battle to win. Go, all of you, and remember what I have said before. Either you stand with the Janden, or you are our foes."

He wanted them to remember that. They had armies, certainly, but the Janden could overwhelm them as easily as that of Destarra. And with as little mercy. Perhaps they would, when this was done.

Valtor and Grant glanced at Antonio, who gave a brief nod before the three of them returned to their forces. The fact that they looked to him told Tak that Antonio was the power there, now.

Those forces started to draw up in neat lines, moving out from their encampments. The mercenaries were there in armor that was often dented with battle, wielding weapons that they'd used in more than their share of wars between the city states, or against the Janden. The nobles mounted their horses, lances held upright, ready to be brought down for the charge. 

Tak noted that they did it behind the massed forces of the Janden. He was sure that wasn't an accident. Probably, it was all a part of Lord Antonio's plan.

As the battle drew nearer, Tak couldn't help but feel a growing unease in his gut. Lord Antonio's arrival had brought with it a sense of uncertainty that lingered in the air like a heavy fog. The man's words were smooth and convincing, but there was something about him that set Tak's instincts on edge. 

He watched as Valtor and Grant followed Antonio's lead without hesitation, their allegiance shifting under the nobleman's influence. Tak had never trusted either of them, but he had thought that they would play their parts, and that they would balance each other out, contributing as Tak wished. Now, though, it was hard to be certain of that. 

He wondered what their plan was, standing back like that. Did they plan to play their part but simply wanted to keep out of the way of the charging Janden? That seemed like the least likely option. Did they plan to stab his people in the back, striking them down from behind right away?

No, that would not work, because then the forces of the city might defeat them. 

Lord Antonio's presence had brought an air of uncertainty to their already precarious situation. The nobleman's knowledge of the city-states and his connections with mercenaries raised suspicions in Tak's mind. Was it possible that Antonio had orchestrated this entire alliance just to further his own agenda?

Tak observed as the forces fell into formation, the mercenaries and nobles positioning themselves strategically behind the Janden warriors. It was clear that Lord Antonio intended to use them as a shield to soften the blow before launching his own attack. Perhaps that attack would just be on Destarra, or perhaps it would be on the Janden too. 

Tak did not know, and not knowing worried him. He shook his head, pushing away that uncertainty.

"I am Tak of the Janden. They will not stand against me." If they did, they would die. He would make sure of it. For now, he rode to the heart of his warriors, letting them see him. He needed to inspire them now.

"Today, our foes ride out to meet us. We do not have to scale walls to face them, do not have to fight them in tangled streets. I did that, with this siege! I did not waste your lives, but I intend to take theirs!"

That got a murmur of approval from his warriors. They presumably remembered the first assault on Destarra. Tak pointed to the army arrayed against them. 

"Look at them. They are weak. They are afraid. We will show them that they are right to be afraid. Today, we will kill every last man who stands against us, and then we will take the city beyond. It will be ours, and anyone who tries to stop us will die. Because we are the Janden, and this is our destiny!"

This time, the roar from his warriors was almost deafening.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

One last push, and Meredith would be home.

It was hard to imagine being back in Destarra, back in the castle where she had lived for eighteen years. There had been moments in the last few weeks of being held captive in the Kingdom Beneath when she had thought that she would never see home again. 

Meredith pushed a strand of red hair away from her green eyes, looking over at the spot where Lance was throwing snow over their small fire to douse it. Lance was tall and dark-haired, with blue eyes and features that made Meredith's heart flutter when she saw them. 

She wanted to be with him then, wanted... wanted everything it was possible to have with him. She wanted him by her side for the rest of their lives. The intensity of that feeling was strange. It wasn’t just that he’d saved her, wasn’t just that he was the brave knight to rescue her from the Kingdom Beneath. Meredith had felt a strange attraction to him since the moment they met on the night of her birthday. It wasn’t just that he was handsome, intelligent and kind… it was more than that, somehow. 

A part of her wanted to rush over and kiss Lance right there and then. She knew that she had to be careful, though, couldn't afford to be too close to him yet. 

She had taken poison into herself in the Kingdom Beneath. She had poured that poison out into King Zander with a kiss, weakening him enough that she was able to start to make her escape. Enough that Lance had been able to cut him down. 

The thought that Zander was gone, that he wouldn't be able to harm any of them again, was liberating. It was as if a heavy weight had been lifted off Meredith's shoulders, allowing her to breathe easier. But amidst the relief, she couldn't shake off the lingering unease that still gnawed at her. She wasn't sure if the poison within her had fully dissipated yet, that it wouldn’t kill Lance. Until she was sure, she couldn't risk more than the briefest of touches with Lance. 

Meredith watched as Lance stamped out the embers of their fire, his movements strong and calculated. His shadow magic reached out, dissipating another patch of the shadows above, letting the warmth of sunlight down onto their small campsite. 

The shadows had been pushed away everywhere they'd been, showing their path in a long ribbon of clear blue sky. They'd walked so far since getting out of the Kingdom Beneath that Meredith was exhausted, but she knew that they needed to press on. 

"There's nothing in the traps," Dorian said, returning to the camp, his steps deliberately loud, as if to give Meredith and Lance plenty of warning. He had chestnut hair and high cheekbones, his expression defaulting to the arrogance of a noble. Where Lance had been born as a commoner before somehow succeeding in the trials to join the king's guard, Dorian was the son of the powerful noble Lord Antonio. Meredith was grateful to him for his part in rescuing her, although she didn't feel even close to the same way about him that she did about Lance. She just hoped that he could accept that, when he'd seemed to think for so long that their father's would arrange a marriage between them.

"That's not a problem," Meredith said. She reached out with her gift for plants, reaching for the soft earth, newly warmed by the sun. As her fingertips brushed against the soil, Meredith could feel a faint pulse of energy vibrating through the earth. It was as if the very essence of nature itself was responding to her touch, recognizing and acknowledging the magic that flowed within her veins. A tingling sensation coursed up her arm, filling her with a surge of exhilaration and an inexplicable sense of purpose.

With closed eyes, Meredith focused her mind on what she wanted. She envisioned transformation, visualizing the delicate roots burrowing deeper into the rich soil, absorbing nutrients and moisture from the earth. She pictured slender shoots breaking through the surface, reaching towards the heavens with unyielding determination. As she held this vivid image in her mind's eye, Meredith channeled her magic into the earth, intertwining her energy with the life force that permeated every inch of the soil.

A gentle breeze rustled through the surrounding trees, carrying with it a whispered chorus of encouragement. The forest seemed to stir with anticipation, sensing the imminent birth of something extraordinary beneath Meredith’s touch. And then, with a surge of power and the harmonious symphony of nature's melody, a small apple tree emerged from the ground.

It grew faster than any tree had a right to grow, surging up, growing strong and leafy in seconds. Meredith's eyes fluttered open, and she gasped in awe at the sight before her. The tree stood proud and solid, taller than she was, with apples already fruiting upon the branch, ripe and red. Meredith took one, passing it to Dorian, then threw another to Lance, who caught it and bit into it. 

"I don't think I'll ever get tired of seeing you do that," he said. 

"This, from someone who can command shadows?" Meredith retorted. 

"All I can do is hide and hurt people," Lance said. "You can make things grow. You have the potential to bring life back to the kingdom."

"What you can do is just as impressive," Meredith assured him.

"Yes, yes," Dorian said, with just a touch of bitterness in his voice. "You're both very impressive. But now, maybe we should get going again. I, for one, would like to get back to the castle and tell the king that we've found you before I’m old and grey. After what it has cost us, I want this done."

Meredith winced as she thought about the cost of getting her back. Fifty knights had set out to try to rescue her. Dorian and Lance were the only ones remaining. Was Meredith worth so many losses?

Meredith's heart ached at the thought of the lives lost in their quest to rescue her. She knew that the burden of guilt would weigh heavily on Dorian and Lance, as they were the sole survivors of a once mighty group. She couldn't bear to see their pain, their haunted expressions as they fought through their own demons.

"You're right, Dorian," Meredith said softly, her voice filled with empathy. "We should make haste and return to the castle. I don't want anyone else to suffer because of me."

Lance nodded in agreement, his eyes reflecting both determination and sadness. 

"We should get moving," he said. "We still have a little way to go before we reach Destarra."

Meredith, Dorian, and Lance packed up their campsite swiftly, their hearts heavy with the weight of loss and the urgency to return home. As they ventured deeper into the forest, the air grew thick with a pervasive silence, broken only by the occasional whisper of wind through the rustling leaves. The looming shadows stretched ominously across their path, a stark reminder of the dangers that awaited them, but those danced at Lance’s command. Meredith reached out for the trees they passed with her powers, breathing some of the life back into them that had been leached out by the blight affecting the kingdom.

Their feet ate away the leagues, the three of them hurrying back in the direction of the kingdom's capital. They’d left the Kingdom Beneath far closer to the capital than Lance and Dorian had entered it, but it still meant that they had a long way to go. As they walked, emerging onto a path, Meredith reflected on how empty the kingdom seemed. They passed through a small village, but it seemed completely abandoned. At least by people. 

There were still a few animals around, and it meant that the three of them were able to find horses in an abandoned stable, mounting them and starting to ride back in the direction of the city. The combination of the horses and the road meant that they were able to make swift progress. 

Eventually, the walls of Destarra appeared in the distance. The walls of Destarra rose majestically in the distance, their imposing structure a beacon of hope for the weary travelers. Or they would have been, if it weren't for the sight of thousands of heavily armed figures surrounding the city, two armies standing opposite one another. 

“What? What’s happening?” Meredith said. 

Meredith's heart skipped a beat as she took in the sight before her. The armies of Lytos and the Janden barbarians faced off against each other, their presence casting an ominous shadow over the once vibrant city of Destarra. Banners fluttered in the wind, displaying symbols of power and loyalty, while armor gleamed even under the shadowed skies above. 

The ground beneath their horses' hooves vibrated with tension, as if it could feel the weight of the impending battle. The air crackled with electricity, charged by the fervor emanating from both sides. Meredith could almost taste the fear, determination, and rage of the impending battle.

"What is this?" Meredith asked Lance and Dorian again. "What's happening?"

She saw the others frown. 

"I'm not sure," Lance said. "It wasn't like this when we left. Then, the only threat was the shadows."

"It looks like Destarra is under attack," Dorian said. "But look there, on the far side. There are noble banners. Our banners."

Meredith could see that. From where she and the others were sitting atop their horses, it seemed as though a great mass of barbarians was trapped between two lines of shining steel.

"We should stay back," Dorian said. "We should keep you safe and let our armies handle this.”

Meredith shook her head, though. "This is no time to hold back. We'll be careful, but I want to see what's happening. If the kingdom is in danger, we have to know what’s going on."

If this had happened since she'd been taken, then there was a chance that it was because of her. Maybe that meant she could do something to stop it.

Although looking at the armies, Meredith couldn't begin to imagine what.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

"So, we're riding towards a battle," Dorian said. “Are we sure that’s a good idea?”

He wasn't happy about the prospect. He might have fought horrors in the Kingdom Beneath, but that didn't mean he wanted to ride straight into the middle of danger.

Yet, even as he said it, Meredith was already riding forward, apparently heedless of the danger. Dorian looked over to Lance, hoping that the other young knight might be able to talk her out of this stupidity. 

Instead, a look of determination and love on his face. 

That look of love was almost enough to make Dorian sit there atop his horse, letting them both ride into danger. It was a reminder of everything there was between Lance and Meredith. 

Everything that should have been between Meredith and Dorian. He should have been the one to save her. He should have brought her back, should have been the one she looked at as if he were the center of the universe. He should have rescued her, brought her home, and been rewarded with her hand in marriage by her father. 

That's how it should have gone. Instead, Lance, common born, passing the tests to be a knight when no commoner had done it in living memory, had been the one. 

What was worse was that Dorian knew he couldn't have done it if Lance hadn’t been there. He didn't have the gifts to control shadows that Lance possessed. Even now, even when he'd fought alongside Lance, and Lance had saved his life, it rankled to be somehow less than a common born boy.

Still, he followed along behind the others, hoping to keep them from doing anything that would get them killed. Not even Lance and Meredith could take on a whole army. Their powers wouldn’t be enough in the face of so many men.

As Dorian, Meredith, and Lance slowly approached the rear of the battlefield, their eyes were drawn to the intricate dance unfolding before them. The movements of the two armies were like a strange symphony, with some regiments shifting and repositioning themselves with a precision that spoke of countless hours spent training together, while another, larger mass moved with almost chaotic discordance. 

They approached cautiously at least, moving through a stand of trees, dismounting and keeping out of sight of anyone who might spot them. Not that Dorian expected there to be many people watching, not when they were all busy moving into position on the battlefield. 

Now that they were closer, Dorian could see more of the forces arrayed there. There was a huge mass of barbarians of the Janden, clad in furs and leathers, tattooed with clan symbols and pacing wildly, as if waiting for the order to charge. Dorian stared at them in shock and horror. Dorian’s father had told him many tales of such men, and the horrors they inflicted on their captives in the south. Across from them were the forces of Lytos, led by the king himself. Knights rode around him, while men at arms formed up into phalanxes. 

The forces behind the Janden surprised Dorian even more. He recognized mercenaries from the city states when he saw them, men who had come from the same lands as his family, men who had spent their lives fighting the Janden or taking part in the intrigues of the city states. They should be attacking the barbarian force in front of them but instead, they stood ready, as if to stand alongside them against Lytos. 

So did a group of nobles of the kingdom, and that seemed more improbable than the rest of it. Nobles should not be standing against their own kingdom, should not be standing with the Janden. Dorian recognized several of the banners there as those of nobles he knew, good men, men who had often feasted at his father's table. His mouth fell open in shock as he saw a banner of balanced scales being raised. 

His banner. His father's banner was being raised next to the forces of the Janden.

"What do you think is happening?" Lance asked. 

Dorian shook his head. He couldn't begin to understand what was going on, why good and noble men would betray their own kingdom.

Meredith leaned closer to Dorian, her voice barely a whisper. "Something isn't right here. Those are the banners of Lytos’ nobles. Why would our own people stand against us?"

Dorian shook his head, frustration gnawing at him. Suddenly, he didn’t want to keep away from the battle anymore. "I don't know, but we need to find out. We can't just stand by and watch our kingdom fall."

Lance's hand found its way to Meredith's, the touch grounding her in the midst of chaos. "We'll figure it out together.”

He sounded so certain of that. Why did Lance always sound so certain? Did he really think that his shadows and his skill with a blade could save them from anything that might attack them?

It didn’t matter. Dorian had to know, had to understand why his father’s banner was there. They started to creep forward through the stand of trees, letting the horses go so that the sound of the creatures wouldn’t give them away. There was no question of getting to the forces of Lytos to join them, not with an army of Janden in the way. Besides, Dorian still needed to know why his father's banner was there. 

As they crept forward, Dorian tried to imagine the possibilities. Was this some trick to encircle the Janden? Were the noble and mercenary forces there to contain them, ready to attack if they didn't surrender? The placement of the forces didn't look right for that, though. The encampments of the mercenaries and the Janden were right beside one another. 

Were all the forces joining together to face some greater threat? Did they know about the forces of the Kingdom Beneath? No, Dorian didn't believe that, either. The army of Lytos was clearly facing up to the other three forces. Dorian couldn't understand why it had come out of the city, why it wasn’t sitting safely behind its walls, but it clearly intended to fight the Janden, the mercenaries, and its own nobles. 

Dorian's mind raced with questions as he and his companions stealthily moved through the dense underbrush, careful to avoid any twigs that might snap beneath his feet and give away their position. The forest seemed to conspire with them, its ancient trees providing a canopy of shadows that shielded them from prying eyes. Perhaps Lance was influencing that, making sure that the shadows hid them better. Dorian couldn’t be sure.

The closer they got to the battlefield, the more evident it became that something sinister was at play. Dorian was so caught up in his thoughts of what might be happening that he almost didn't notice the figures moving through the forest, not until the snapping of twigs and the crunch of snow alerted him.

Men at arms and mercenaries emerged from the depths of the forest, their eyes gleaming with malice as they surrounded Dorian, Meredith, and Lance. The mercenaries wore mismatched armor, plates of steel cobbled together from various sets, creating a hodgepodge of protection that nevertheless made them seem dangerous, ready for violence. 

The men at arms, on the other hand, exuded a disciplined unity, their armor gleaming in the limited sunlight that filtered through the leaves above. They moved with order and precision as they kept their eyes on Dorian and the others.

Dorian tried to stay calm in spite of the sudden danger of the situation as he locked eyes with the leader of the mercenaries. His weathered face was adorned with scars, evidence of a life lived on the frontlines of war. The man's eyes bore into Dorian's soul, filled with hostility. Dorian had no doubt that this man would kill all three of them at the slightest excuse. 

"What have we here?" the mercenary leader sneered, his voice dripping with disdain. "Spies? Do you know what we do to spies?"

Dorian thought quickly. He knew that even with Meredith and Lance's gifts, they could not fight so many men at close quarters and hope to come away unscathed. They might take down a few, but it would only take one lucky sword blow to slay one of them. Even if they did somehow fight their way clear, the noise would attract the attention of others. They might find themselves facing a whole army. 

Dorian couldn't allow that. He could see Lance getting ready to fight, his hand on his sword hilt, but Dorian put his hand over Lance's, stopping him. He could think of a way to do this, but it was dangerous. It potentially risked worse fates than a quick death, but it seemed like their only choice.

"Do you trust me?" he asked. He looked over to Meredith, his voice low. "Both of you, do you trust me? Because I have an idea that might just save our lives."

"I..." Lance nodded. "Yes, Dorian, I trust you."

"You need to go along with what I say," Dorian whispered. He turned back to the mercenary captain. 

"My name is Sir Dorian. Lord Antonio is my father."

He saw the mercenary's eyes widen in surprise. Then suspicion.

"You're claiming to be our employer's son?"

Dorian nodded, his voice steady despite the nervous flutter in his chest. “Claim? Are you doubting me?”

The mercenary captain regarded Dorian with a mix of suspicion and curiosity. "If you're truly Lord Antonio's son, what proof do you have?"

"You think I need proof?" Dorian demanded. "Ask your men. Ask the men at arms. I'm sure someone will know the name of Lord Antonio's son. Perhaps one of this rabble will even recognize me."

Haughtiness was a defense here. It was the way a man like this would expect a true nobleman to behave around mercenaries. As if they were little more than servants.

He saw the mercenary captain looking around, saw the nods from a couple of the men there. He looked back at Dorian. 

"All right," he said. "But who are these other two? What are you doing here?"

"My lord," Dorian said. 

"What?" 

"What are you doing here, my lord," Dorian snapped in the haughtiest tone he could muster. He needed to play the part of the boy he'd been. He needed to remind this man that he had his father's protection. "Or do you not address the son of one of the kingdom's highest nobles correctly now?"

The mercenary glared, but then relented. "All right. Who are they, my lord?"

"Don't you recognize them?" Dorian asked. He gestured. "This is Princess Meredith of Lytos, and the knight is Sir Lance, the commoner who somehow passed the tests to join his betters in the king's guard."

"And why are they here?" the mercenary asked. 

Dorian smiled broadly, in triumph. "That is simple. I brought them back from the Kingdom Beneath. They are my prisoners, and I demand to speak to my father at once."




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Safek gasped, his head reeling as he and Thea stepped back out onto the hillside, next to the standing stone that marked the pathway leading to the realm of the wild-kin. 

A part of that was the strange feeling of stepping back into the real world after the magic of the ways between worlds. At least as much of it was the cold. Snow lay on the ground now, still falling from the shadow-filled sky above. Flakes of it fell in Safek's dark hair, the cold making him hunch his tall, muscular form into his cloak to try to preserve some warmth.

"What's wrong?" Thea asked, with a smirk. "Can't the mighty barbarian handle a little snow?"

Why did the thief always have to be so infuriating? She was many other things as well, of course. Beautiful, with long blonde hair and fine-boned features. Intelligent. Capable in a fight. All features that saw Safek drawn to her like a moth to a flame. 

But like a flame, it seemed that Thea burned anyone who got too close. 

"I’m from the south. It’s hot there. Is that so hard to understand? Besides, I'm surprised it doesn't bother you, thief. It's hard to steal what isn't yours if your hands are too cold."

"Well, perhaps we should huddle together for warmth," Thea suggested, with a slow smile that caught Safek's attention. Although not as much as when she stepped right up to him, inside the warmth of his cloak. If Safek had thought that she meant any of this, he might have been flattered. Instead, he stepped back from her sharply.

"Do not toy with me, woman," he snapped. He hated her games sometimes.

"Why not, when it's so much fun?" Thea shot back. She was tossing a dagger from hand to hand now. At first, Safek thought it was some kind of threat. Then he realized that he recognized that dagger. It was his. 

"Give that back!" Safek demanded, making a grab for it. 

Thea dodged, laughed and tossed it at the ground between his feet. "Then don’t insult me. My hands are never too cold to steal."

"Which almost cost us our allies," Safek reminded her. Thea had stolen from the wild-kin, so that they'd been set to throw them out of their realm without any aid. They'd only relented because one of their seers had seen a flight of dragons heading for Destarra. Apparently, that was the kind of sign that the wild-kin could not ignore, although Safek wasn’t entirely sure what those signs meant. Without that, Thea’s actions would have left the city without aid.

As it was, they would follow as soon as they had gathered their forces.

Thea looked pained by that, but Safek wasn’t about to believe that she was truly capable of remorse, or even of taking anything seriously. Polk chose that moment to reappear on the hillside, leading three horses. He was shorter than Safek, with square features and mid-brown hair. He was wearing the armor of a knight, although Safek knew that he'd started life as a common man.

"Are you two arguing again?" he asked, with a look of exasperation. 

"Safek can't handle the cold," Thea said, with a taunting note in her voice. Safek suspected that she was happy to go back to that rather than addressing what she’d done.

"I have lived in places where you would not have survived a day," Safek said, his pride affronted. "I have raided in the wild lands of the south. I have-"

"I have stolen idols from temples that didn't appear on any map," Thea retorted. "I've survived on the streets of Destarra. I've-"

"We have found allies for Destarra," Polk reminded them both. "Which means that we should probably go tell them that the centaurs and the wild-kin will be coming to their aid."

He had a point there. Thea's attempts to irritate Safek didn't matter. Saving Lytos from Tak and his armies did. Not for the first time, Safek felt a hint of guilt at that. After all, the Janden were his people. If this went well, many of them would die, and Safek would be responsible for it.

But what was the alternative? Letting them slaughter the innocent people of the city? Safek had seen the cruelty of the Janden leader, Tak. He had no doubt that there would be little mercy for any of the people of Destarra if the Janden took it. The Janden were choosing to throw themselves at Destarra. All Safek was doing was to help defend it.

The three of them mounted their horses, starting to ride back in the direction of the city. 

The snow fell in large, delicate flakes, blanketing the world around them in a pristine white. The chill of the unnatural winter brought by the shadows was unforgiving, seeping through their layers of clothing, but they pressed on, determined to reach Destarra and deliver the news of their newfound allies. Their horses, sturdy and strong, plowed through the thick snow with steady determination.

As they rode, Safek couldn't help but steal glances at Thea. Her golden hair cascaded down the back of her grey clothes, shimmering with each movement. Her sapphire eyes held a mischievous spark that Safek found both infuriating and captivating. He admired her tenacity and skill, but he couldn't stand the way she made light of everything, as if nothing really mattered. 

They rode towards Destarra in the snow, their breath visible in the frigid air. Thea's mare, a sleek and swift creature with a coat as dark as night, moved gracefully beneath her. Safek's mount, a sturdy chestnut stallion with flowing mane and tail, matched his strength and determination. Polk's horse, a dappled grey mare, was steady and reliable, its hooves crunching through the fresh snow with each stride.

"When we get back to Destarra, can you find us a way back inside so we can tell the king that help is coming?" Polk asked Thea. 

She shrugged. "Past an entire besieging army? The only way I know is the tunnel we came out of. If we can creep through the Janden camp without being spotted, maybe. Can we do that, Safek?"

"If we take leathers and furs from some of the guards at the edges, we may be able to pass for a returning scouting party," Safek said. "Or I could tie you and throw you over my horse to claim that you're some Lytos wench I captured."

"Try," Thea replied. "And we'll see which of us ends up tied over whose saddle."

Safek suspect that she meant that. It was just one of the things that he liked about her, even as he couldn't quite understand why he liked her at all.

They rode closer to Destarra, the city coming into view in the distance. The towering stone walls loomed large, giving off an air of grandeur and strength. As they approached, they could see the armies gathered outside the city gates. On one side stood the forces of Lytos, their colorful banners fluttering in the wind, displaying their fierce emblems with pride. On the other side stood the Janden warriors, their scale and leather armor glinting ominously under the gray sky.

Safek couldn't make sense of it. "Why are the city's forces outside the walls? They look like they’re about to give battle to the Janden."

"Stupid," Thea said. "Stupid, stupid! The idea was that they were to wait for us. We... this is hopeless now."

"Nothing is ever hopeless until it's finished," Polk said, although even he looked grim as he said it. "If there's going to be a battle, we should get down there and see if we can help. We may be able to make a difference."

Thea looked at him with incredulity. "Are you mad? If we go down there, the only difference is that we'll be killed."

"Or we might be able to do something that can help," Polk shot back. 

Safek was troubled. He looked over to Polk. "I am not sure if I can do what you ask, my friend."

"You can't fight?" Polk replied. "Safek, I've seen you fight. You do it as well as anyone I know."

"But to fight there means taking on the Janden directly," Safek said. "Helping to gain allies is one thing. Helping to protect the city, yes, I wish to do that. I had hoped that I had succeeded in doing that. But in that battle? I might find myself facing people from my own clan. I am not sure I can simply cut down people I have known all my life."

"We have to do something!" Polk insisted. 

"Why?" Thea asked, as if she couldn’t quite understand the question. "Why do we suddenly have to charge into battle? We've done our part. It's not our fault if they've started the battle early. We did what the king wanted and got him allies. He's the one who chose not to wait for us."

"What do you want to do instead, Thea?" Polk asked. "Go back into the city and see if there's anything to loot?"

Thea looked thoughtful. "You know, that's not the worst idea you ever had."

"Thea!" Safek said. 

"What? It's done. The king's army will be dead well before the wild-kin get here. All I can do if I go down there is die. So what else is there, other than slipping into the city, grabbing whatever is left, and getting out of Lytos before the Janden kill everyone? At least with a few coins in my pocket, I might be able to survive somewhere else."

"You're better than this, Thea," Polk said. 

Thea smiled wanly. "I think we've established plenty of times that I'm not. You two should come with me. It will be better than waiting here to die. Or wasting your lives in some stupid battle. We could have fun." 

Safek found himself thinking about that possibility more than he should have. About her more than he should have. Thea’s offer was briefly tempting. The idea of traveling the world with her, being with her, had an appeal to him. But that… no, Safek would not simply turn into a thief and a wanderer because Thea wanted it.

When Safek and Polk didn't say anything, she set off in the direction of the city. 

"I have to go down there," Polk said as he watched her go. "I have to at least try to help."

Safek watched as Polk's determination took hold, his eyes filled with unwavering resolve. The weight of the impending battle pressed heavily upon them, the air heavy with tension and uncertainty. It was as if time itself had slowed, each passing moment stretching out infinitely as they stood at the precipice of a choice that could shape their fates.

"I understand, my friend," Safek said. "But I cannot do the same. I… I wish you luck."

He clasped Polk's hand, and the knight started down towards the waiting armies. 

Safek simply sat there, watching. A turmoil of emotions churned within Safek's chest. His loyalty to his friends urged him to follow Polk into the fray, to stand by his side as they fought against the oncoming storm. But a deep-rooted anguish tugged at his heart, knowing that if he did so, he would be forced to confront his own kin on the battlefield.

He didn't know what to do.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

For the first time in her young life as a dragon, Whisper Under Flame knew grief. 

She soared through the sky, heading south, her brothers and sisters following her, but no matter how far she flew, she couldn't fly away from the pain. That seemed to follow her as easily as her siblings did, ready to swoop down on her whenever she thought for too long.

Humans had killed her brother. They'd killed Shadow like he was just some kind of animal. All because some stupid magus of the small magic wanted to know more about dragons. All because he’d thought that they were just something to pick apart for answers, rather than creatures who wanted to fly free and… and… well, mostly swoop down on sheep and eat them, in Shadow’s case, but that was still better than being shut up in a cage or killed by humans. 

Whisper felt a small surge of satisfaction at the thought of how she'd burned the magus and the hunters who worked for him. At how she and her siblings had swooped on them and torn at them with all the strength of their small, draconic bodies. 

That satisfaction was followed by a brief feeling of something she identified as guilt, guilt at having burned people, but Whisper pushed it from her mind. She shouldn’t feel guilty. The humans should feel guilty for what they’d done to Shadow. Not that they could feel anything anymore, now. The guilt refused to budge, though.

It also didn’t make the pain Whisper felt go away. Nothing could. The memory of Shadow was there within her, everything he'd felt, everything he'd been, down there in the great dreaming knowledge common to all dragon kind. No matter how far she flew, Whisper couldn't get away from that. She carried it with her wherever she went. She carried him with her. 

Her siblings flew in formation with her. For once, they didn't swoop and tumble, didn't fight and play with one another in a tangle of scales and teeth. Even Spiral flew straight as an arrow, gliding on thermals, flapping her wings every so often to stay aloft rather than hunting after birds in flight or tumbling to see how fast she could dive.

Whisper had decided that she hated humans. It was the only possible thing to think about them. They were cruel, heartless creatures who thought they could simply take whatever they wanted, including the lives of dragons. The fire within Whisper burned hotter than ever before, fueled by rage and grief. She longed for vengeance, for justice to be served upon those who had taken her brother from her. 

She couldn't understand how they could be so heartless, so cruel. They had taken her brother's life without a second thought, treating him as if he were nothing more than a mere curiosity to be studied and exploited. It was an injustice that Whisper couldn't let go unpunished.

The hardest part was that it had already been punished. Whisper herself had killed the magus at the heart of it all, but it didn't feel like enough. The memories of Shadow were still there in her, still refusing to go away. The pain was still there. It felt as though burning humans wasn’t enough… as though there was something she and the others needed to do, but Whisper didn’t know quite what. She might be the oldest, but that didn’t mean that she had all the answers. 

As the siblings continued their flight, a storm began to brew in the distance, visible even with the shadows in the skies. Dark clouds rolled in, their darkness mingling with the shadows. Cold, white stuff fell from those clouds, some of it landing on Whisper’s scales.

Snow, the part of Whisper that knew the dreams of all dragons supplied. It's called snow.

Snow was far too cold for Whisper's tastes. She decided that she disliked whoever had come up with it almost as much as she disliked humans. Probably, it had been one of them. It seemed like something they might do. She breathed a burst of flame, turning some of it to steam, but that only made it harder to see where she was flying. 

She and the others picked a spot to land in, out in the open, far from any of the human things. There were clusters of rocks there, and they each perched on one, with Whisper at their head. 

The deep, dreaming part of her knew what they had to do, knew what came when a dragon was taken from the living back into the dreaming memory of all of them. 

We will sing the song of Shadow, Whisper sent to the others. We will remember him, and send all that he was into the dreaming.

She knew how to do this, even if she didn't know how she knew it. 

Whisper let out a keening cry, a mournful sound that pierced through the wintry air. Her siblings joined in, their voices blending together in a haunting melody that resonated with the pain and loss they all shared. It was a song of remembrance, a tribute to the fallen dragon who had been snuffed out too soon.

They sang the song of Shadow, letting the notes of him fill the air. 

As they sang, the storm around them seemed to amplify, the snowfall growing heavier and the wind howling mournfully. The air crackled with energy, as if the very elements were grieving alongside them.

Whisper closed her eyes, letting the memories of Shadow flood her mind. She remembered his mischievous nature, always seeking adventure. She recalled him swooping down on sheep, missing them and landing on the ground. She recalled him being the first of her siblings to hatch after her, already hungry, already trying to be as strong as Whisper was. 

With each note they sang, Whisper felt a weight lift from her heart. The pain didn't disappear, but it transformed into something else—a fierce determination not to let humans hurt her siblings like that again. 

The storm raged on as they continued their elegy for Shadow, their voices growing stronger and more resolute. Whisper sang her pain and let the memories of Shadow flow back into the collective dreams of all the dragons. She sang all that he was, all that he had been, all that he could have been, letting it flow between her and the others until Whisper couldn't tell where she ended and the others began. 

As the memories flowed through her, Whisper saw other things: dragons flying, dragons fighting, dragons burning humans who sought to kill them. 

She saw the history of their kind, the struggles and triumphs that had shaped them. The fire within her burned brighter, fueled by the collective strength and resilience of dragon kind.

Whisper's voice grew stronger, carrying the weight of their shared sorrow and determination. The storm around them intensified, snow flooding the darkened sky as if it were responding to their song. The very air vibrated with ancient power.

Whisper breathed out flames then, a gout of them reaching into the sky in memory of her brother. The others joined her: Spirals, Ripples, all of them. Their flames burned together, white hot, illuminating the sky above, burning away the shadows above. 

The flames danced and swirled, a mesmerizing display of power and grief. The snow that had been falling turned to steam, evaporating into the air. The storm that had raged around them quieted, the wind becoming no more than a whisper.

Whisper Under Flame could feel the presence of Shadow, his essence merging with hers and with the other dragons. It was as if he was there with them, his spirit soaring in the infinite expanse of the collective dragon dreams.

In that moment, Whisper understood that her purpose extended beyond seeking vengeance for her fallen brother. She was now the guardian of their memories, the torchbearer of their history. She had become a leader, driven not only by grief but also by the responsibility to protect her kin from further harm.

With renewed determination burning within her, Whisper spread her wings wide and let out a resounding roar that shook the very foundations of the rocks beneath them.

The others joined in, their voices harmonizing with Whisper's as they echoed her call. Their roars carried further than they should, proclaiming that they were dragons, and that they would not suffer themselves to be hunted by humans. 

Slowly, the last echoes died away. Whisper felt empty now, the memories of Shadow still there, but fading now, drifting back into the vast well of all her memories. Whisper felt lighter, somehow, ready to move again, to be. 

She spread her wings, testing them in the cold air. There was still the hated snow, but Whisper shrugged it off.

The wind whispered through her scales, cool against her fiery essence. She looked at her siblings, their eyes gleaming with determination and newfound strength. They had all transformed in that moment of remembrance, each of them carrying a piece of Shadow within themselves.

Whisper knew that they couldn't hide forever. The humans would continue to seek them out, driven by their insatiable greed and thirst for power. But now, with the fire of vengeance burning within her, she felt a sense of purpose. 

What now? Ripples asked. 

Whisper had an answer. We head south. The humans who hunted us were north of us, so we go the other way. We find food, we find things to swoop on. We go on. 

They were dragons, with the vastness of the world before them. Whisper planned to see all of it. 

It was more than that, though. The vast, dreaming part of her said that Whisper and the others had a reason for being in the world, that there was always a point to dragons being there beyond simply soaring and swooping, burning and hunting. The dreaming part didn’t deign to say what that purpose was, though, so Whisper decided to ignore it for now. 

She and her siblings would keep moving, and if any more humans tried to hurt them, Whisper would burn them before they got a chance.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Lance's first instinct as the mercenaries came forward for his weapons was to fight.

His muscles tensed, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword tightly. His shadow magic rose within him, ready to lash out, ready to shroud the woodland in darkness, letting him fight unseen. But something held him back, a voice deep inside urging caution.

Time seemed to slow as Lance took in the scene before him. The mercenaries, armed and armored, were closing in, their eyes filled with greed and malice. They seemed oblivious to the raw power that emanated from within Lance. That meant that Lance could probably take down several of them before they reacted. 

But how many, and what would happen to Meredith then?

Lance released his grip on his sword, realizing that engaging in battle would only escalate the situation. It would put Meredith in danger, and Lance couldn't risk doing that. He knew he had to trust Dorian's plan, instead, had to trust that the other young knight knew what he was doing.

Taking a deep breath, Lance made a conscious effort to relax his tense muscles. He willed himself to appear calm, despite the adrenaline coursing through his veins. This was not the time for impulsive action; it was the time for strategy. He had to bide his time and hope that Dorian’s plan worked. 

The mercenaries came forward and snatched Lance's sword from its scabbard. Meredith's eyes widened in confusion and concern as she watched Lance relinquish his sword. Lance just hoped that she wouldn't lash out with her own powers. They couldn't afford violence now. 

The mercenaries advanced, their gruff laughter filling the air as they closed in on their prey. Lance kept his gaze steady, refusing to let his fear for Meredith  show. He glanced her way instead, silently urging her to follow suit and trust in Dorian's plan.

The mercenaries seized, their eyes gleaming with triumph as they reveled in their victory. They began to bind Lance and Meredith's hands with rough rope, securing them tightly, ensuring escape would be near impossible. 

As the mercenaries worked, Lance's mind raced with thoughts of how they would eventually escape. Assuming that they could. He had sworn to bring Meredith home safely, yet now, he was going along with a plan that would see her taken into the heart of an enemy encampment. Even with all the gifts he’d gained in his time in the Kingdom Beneath, even with Meredith’s gift, they were vulnerable now. The mercenaries could do as they wished with them, and Lance wouldn't be able to stop them. 

Meredith stood beside him, her hands also bound by coarse ropes. Her vibrant emerald eyes held a mixture of anger and determination as she met Lance's gaze. She had become fierce and unyielding in the face of adversity during her time in Zander’s kingdom, a fire burning within her that refused to be extinguished. Lance just hoped that determination would carry her through now.

"There," Dorian said, as if he were the one in charge, rather than any of the mercenaries. "Now, take us to my father."

He didn't look at Lance or Meredith, didn't even acknowledge their presence. There was something cold about him now, something hard about his features that worried Lance. 

"We should take any prisoners to the stockade," the mercenary captain grumbled. “And why are they armed? Why aren’t they bound?”

"These aren't ordinary prisoners," Dorian snapped back. "And it was easier to trick them here than to bring them here by force. Besides, captain, my father will want to see them. They will matter to him. As will I. Take us to him. Now."

The mercenaries hesitated, their eyes shifting between Dorian and their captain. There was an uneasy tension in the air, a power struggle unfolding right before Lance's eyes. The captain took a moment to assess the situation, his weathered face etched with lines of calculation and suspicion. For a moment, Lance wondered if the mercenaries would ignore Dorian’s commands, or even cut him down. If they did, Lance and Meredith would be completely at their mercy.

Finally, with a begrudging nod, the captain acquiesced. "Fine. But any funny business, and they'll be dead before you can blink."

The group set off through the blight-stricken woodland, the mercenaries leading the way. Lance still wasn’t sure what to make of this situation. He still didn't completely understand what was happening here. He didn't know what had happened in the time that he, Dorian and the others had been away. Why were these mercenaries here? What was their relationship to the barbarians outside Destarra? And how was Dorian’s father caught up in all of it?

The woodland enveloped them, its ancient trees standing twisted by the blight. Sunlight barely eked through gaps in the branches above, casting dancing patterns on the leaf-covered ground below. The air smelled of damp earth and sweet wildflowers, its serenity juxtaposed against the danger of their situation.

The mercenaries moved with surprising agility through the undergrowth, their footsteps muffled by a carpet of fallen leaves. Lance marveled at their familiarity with this unfamiliar territory. It was as if they were leading an expedition through their own backyard rather than a perilous journey into what had to be enemy territory for them.

They came out of the stand of trees, and now, Lance could see the armies drawing up into formations. He saw the army of the king, spread out before Destarra, and he saw the army of the Janden arrayed in front of them as a vast, almost shapeless horde. Behind the barbarians, there were more mercenaries, along with nobles flying a variety of banners. Including, he realized now, that of Dorian's father. 

That worried Lance a little. If Dorian really was taking him and Meredith to meet with his father, was he really going to put Lance and Meredith's safety first? If his father made Dorian choose between his loyalty to his family and his friendship with Lance and Meredith, which way would he turn? Lance didn’t know, and worse, he suspected that Dorian might not know either. Not for sure.  

As the mercenaries led them further into the heart of the encampment, Lance couldn't help noticing the grandeur and organization of the forces arrayed against the city. In the noble encampment, tents stood tall in rows, each adorned with intricate tapestries and colorful banners fluttering in the gentle breeze. The vibrant hues of red, gold, and silver painted a picture of power and opulence, in stark contrast to the rugged landscape that surrounded them.

The mercenaries guided them through a labyrinth of bustling activity. Soldiers clad in shimmering armor were hurriedly prepared weapons, and strategic maps were spread across makeshift tables. The air buzzed with anticipation, the mingling scents of polished weaponry and freshly baked bread creating an intoxicating blend that hung heavy in Lance's nostrils after his time on the road with only the food provided by Meredith’s gift to eat. 

Finally, they came upon a towering tent at the heart of the encampment. It stood apart from the others, its size eclipsing all around it. The entrance was guarded by elite soldiers adorned with ornate armor that glinted under the sun's rays. As they approached, Lance's heart pounded in his chest, uncertainty gnawing at him like a relentless beast.

The mercenaries exchanged hushed words with the guards, who nodded before parting to allow them entry. Lance's senses were overwhelmed as he stepped into the colossal tent. The interior was adorned with magnificent tapestries depicting epic battles and heroic conquests. The intricately woven threads brought to life scenes of valor and triumph, each stitch telling a tale of glory and sacrifice. The vibrant colors danced in the flickering candlelight, casting an ethereal glow that seemed to transport Lance to a different world. The nobles had gone to the trouble of transporting all of this to a battlefield? The idea that they could seek such luxury even here was hard for Lance to comprehend. 

The sound of melodious music filled the air, its sweet melody intertwining with the murmurs of conversation. Lance caught glimpses of elegant nobles adorned in lavish attire or partial armor, engaged in animated discussions as they sipped from ornate goblets filled with rich wine. They could have been preparing for a ball rather than a battle.

In the center of it all, seated upon a grand throne adorned with velvet cushions and intricate carvings, was a man Lance recognized all too easily. A man he'd seen previously at the ball for Princess Meredith's birthday: Dorian's father, Lord Antonio. 

He looked over at the three of them in something like shock, then stood, his arms spread wide, an expression of welcome on his face.

"Dorian? My son, you're alive! I'd almost given up hope that you might come back to me alive!"

He moved forward, hugging Dorian tightly. There seemed to be genuine affection there, although with Lord Antonio, Lance suspected that it was hard to puzzle out what was genuine and what wasn’t.

Lord Antonio looked over at Lance and Meredith. "And what is this? You have the princess with you?"

Lance could hear the surprise there, more even than at the return of his son.

Dorian nodded. "Lance and I found her. We brought her back from the Kingdom Beneath. We managed to kill King Zander, too. The kingdom is safe from his threat, Father!"

Lord Antonio looked shocked then, and also suddenly troubled. "Zander is dead? That is... incredible news, my son. It changes everything. And bringing the princess back... that is more than I could have hoped for. Truly, you have achieved great things here."

"What is going on, Father?" Dorian asked. "Why are you here, fighting against King Aldus' forces?"

"It is complicated, my boy," Lord Antonio replied. "But the heart of it is simple enough: King Aldus cannot keep this kingdom safe. He is too weak to stand in its interests."

"So you are standing against him, Father?" Dorian asked. "You're standing with the Janden?"

Lance saw Lord Antonio's eyes narrow. He obviously wasn’t used to being questioned by Dorian. "Temporarily. I am doing what is necessary, my son. For the country. For our family. For all of us. The Janden will fight against the king today, and we will be the ones to emerge victorious from the battle."

"We?" Dorian said. Lance could see his friend trying to make sense of it all, trying to reason through whatever plot his father had put in place. 

"Our family, Dorian," Lord Antonio said. "The Janden will be weakened, and we will be the ones to save the kingdom from them. We will strike them down once they have done their part in all of this. What, did you think that we would let such barbarians stand here on our land?”

“And the king’s forces, Father?” Dorian asked. 

Lord Antonio spread his hands. “With the king dead, you will marry his daughter, and the throne will be there to take. They will stand down."

Lance saw his friend looking thoughtful. Saw Dorian understanding the full depth of his father's schemes for the first times. 

"And my friends?" Dorian asked, gesturing to Lance and Meredith.

"I've told you, boy," Lord Antonio said. "The princess is here for you to marry. I would use her to make her father surrender, but it is better for our plans if we have this battle. If we win it. With Zander dead, you'll be a hero. Oh, you mean the knight? I don't care about him. If he causes no trouble, he can live. I have no quarrel with him. For now, they'll both be prisoners here. I'm sorry, Dorian. I should welcome you back more fulsomely, with feasting and honor, but right now, you will have seen the forces lining up in the field. There is a battle to win, and what happens after that... well, we'll have to decide it once it's done."




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Going into battle never got any easier. Aldus had fought many battles in his time. He had faced down Zander's forces in the last war. He had battled for control of his kingdom. He had fought monsters and human foes.

By now, he should be used to the prospect of violence, but the weight of responsibility still sat heavy on his shoulders. The fate of his kingdom, of his people, rested on his ability to lead them to victory this day. The battle against the Janden barbarians loomed before him, their forces stretching across the field like a dark cloud ready to unleash its fury. Either Aldus will slay their leader and scatter them, or his people would suffer for his failure.

Aldus sat atop his horse on the frontlines, armor gleaming in the morning sunlight. His injured leg throbbed with every step his horse took, but he refused to let it hinder him. He had faced worse pain before. He took a deep breath, grounding himself in the present moment, the steady rhythm of swords being sharpened and prayers whispered in the distance.

His eyes scanned the gathered soldiers, men and women trained to the blade and given over to the defense of the city. Their determination and unwavering loyalty filled Aldus with a sense of pride where only days before he hadn’t known who to trust in his own city. Many of those there would die this day, even if they won. The knowledge of that was the curse of being a ruler. 

Aldus could see that some of his forces were nervous. He knew he needed to inspire them again. He lifted his sword high, its shimmering blade catching the sunlight and commanding attention. His voice rang out across the field, carrying over the heads of his soldiers like a rallying cry.

"Sons and daughters of Lytos! Today we face an enemy that seeks to bring chaos and destruction upon our lands. But remember this: we fight not only for ourselves but for our loved ones, for our homes, and for all that we hold dear. We fight to protect the people of our home and ensure a future where peace can flourish once more. Our enemy may be fierce, but we are stronger together, united in purpose and resolve."

Aldus wasn't sure what else he could say, what speech he could give that would help in the face of so many of the enemy.

“Know this, we have one goal today,” he said. “To kill the chief of the Janden. He is the keystone holding the whole structure of their army together. Kill him, and they fall apart. Kill him, and we save our people. Can you do it?”

As he finished his speech, a resounding cheer erupted from the soldiers, their voices mingling with the clanking of armor and the stomping of horses. Aldus's heart swelled with pride as he witnessed the unwavering loyalty and unwavering belief in the eyes of those who stood before him. In that moment, he knew that they were ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

Even as Aldus finished his speech, he heard a roar coming from the Janden opposite them. The barbarians started forward, obviously determined to finish this. 

"The time has come," Aldus said, pointing with his sword. "Either we kill Tak, or Destarra will fall! Forward! Let us show the Janden that Lytos is not so easily defeated!"

This roar from his army had a different tone from the last. There was readiness there, but also an understanding that either they succeeded here, or they all died. 

The army began its march towards the Janden forces, their footsteps echoing across the field like a thunderous war drum. The ground trembled beneath them, matching the intensity of their collective spirit. Aldus could feel the weight of destiny on his shoulders, guiding him forward with every step.

As they approached the enemy lines, an eerie silence settled over the battlefield. The tension was palpable, hanging in the air like a thick fog. It seemed as though time itself held its breath, waiting for the moment when the clash of steel and screams of battle would erupt to break the stillness.

Aldus's grip tightened around his sword, his knuckles turning white. He could feel the nervous energy pulsating through his veins, mingling with a sense of determination that burned deep within him. He glanced over his shoulder at his knights. 

"Stay close," Aldus said. "Everything depends on us getting to Tak."

They didn’t have the numbers for any other plan. They couldn’t hope to fight on a broad front, couldn’t wear the enemy down or hope to encircle them. All they could do was strike at their heart. If they could kill the Janden chief, maybe that would be enough. Maybe the Janden forces would scatter, leaving Destarra safe once more. Ideally, they also needed to kill Lord Antonio, robbing the mercenaries of their source of funding, and the nobles of their leader. Aldus had let him go to face them, but he wouldn’t let the man go again. If they could decapitate this beast facing the city, maybe they could create enough chaos to save Destarra.

Aldus turned his attention back to the battlefield. The Janden forces stood before them, a formidable wall of barbarian warriors wielding weapons stained with blood and battle scars. Their faces were twisted with an unsettling blend of fury and hunger for conquest.

The two sides closed in on one another, both speeding up as they moved into the charge, each preparing for the moment when the two forces would smash into one another. The clash of steel shattered the silence, sending sparks flying through the air. The battlefield erupted into chaos as the opposing forces collided, each determined to gain the upper hand. Aldus fought with everything he had, his sword slicing through the air with precision and purpose.

His injured leg screamed in protest with every movement, but adrenaline coursed through his veins, numbing the pain and fueling his will to fight. He parried a blow from an axe, turned his horse towards the attacker, and swung his sword with unwavering focus to cut the man down. Another Janden leapt into the attack, not giving Aldus more than a moment of respite.

Aldus searched for Tak amidst the chaos, his eyes scanning the battlefield for any sign of the Janden chief. If they could slay him, it would be a significant blow to their enemy's morale and leadership. But finding one man in the midst of a raging battle was easier said than done.

As the battle raged on, Aldus could see that victory would not come as easily as he might have hoped. The Janden forces were fierce and relentless, their determination matched only by their brutality. With every fallen soldier from Lytos, a surge of anger welled up within Aldus, fueling his resolve to protect his people at all costs.

Despite his best efforts, the Janden pressed forward, their numbers too great for the Lytos defenses. Aldus saw his knights being pushed back, their ranks thinning with each passing moment. Panic threatened to consume him, but he knew he had to stay strong for his soldiers.

"Push them back!" Aldus shouted, rallying his troops. "Hold the line!"

With renewed determination, they fought back against the onslaught, pushing forward with a unity that spoke of their unwavering loyalty to their king. Aldus's heart swelled with pride as he witnessed their resilience, knowing that even in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds, they refused to yield.

Amidst the chaos, a figure emerged from the sea of battling warriors, their armor gleaming with an otherworldly brilliance. It was a Janden warrior, towering over his brethren, a formidable foe with a reputation that sent shivers down the spines of even the bravest soldiers.

His muscular frame was adorned with the intricate markings of ancient rituals, symbols that spoke of his allegiance to dark deities and his insatiable thirst for bloodshed. He wielded a massive double-edged battle-axe that seemed to sing with an eerie resonance as it cleaved through the air.

Aldus locked eyes with the monstrous Janden warrior, his heart pounding with a mixture of fear and determination. This would be the battle that defined their fates. 

The ground beneath him trembled as the warrior closed in, his every step heavy with a menacing presence.

With a primal roar, the Janden warrior swung his battle-axe at Aldus, who managed to parry the blow just in time. The force of the impact sent shockwaves through Aldus's arm, threatening to knock him off balance. He gritted his teeth, using every ounce of strength to maintain his stance against the relentless onslaught.

Their weapons clashed again and again, sending sparks flying in every direction. Aldus struggled to stay on his horse, swinging at his foe as they continued their deadly dance.

Without warning, the Janden warrior let out a blood-curdling war cry and charged towards Aldus with an astonishing speed that defied his seemingly massive frame. Aldus instinctively swung his sword in defense, but the Janden warrior's brute force overwhelmed him. The impact sent Aldus flying from his horse, landing hard on the unforgiving ground.

Pain seared through Aldus's body as he struggled to regain his bearings. The taste of blood filled his mouth, a result of biting his lip during the fall. He could feel warm liquid trickling down his forehead, mingling with the sweat that soaked his brow.

As he slowly pushed himself up from the ground, Aldus spotted his fallen sword a few paces away. Determination etched into every line of his face, Aldus crawled toward his weapon, ignoring the pain that radiated through his battered body. He knew he had to seize this opportunity; a moment of weakness from the Janden warrior could be the opening he needed to strike back.

With each agonizing inch, Aldus inched closer to his sword, his muscles screaming in protest with every movement. His fingertips brushed against the cold steel, and a surge of adrenaline coursed through him, fueling his resolve. Gripping the hilt tightly, he rose to his feet, ignoring the throbbing ache that pulsed through his body.

The Janden warrior turned toward Aldus, a cocky grin spreading across his blood-splattered face. Unfazed by Aldus's defiance, he charged forward once again, battle-axe raised high.

But this time, Aldus was prepared. With unwavering determination and a mind sharpened by years of warfare, he sidestepped the warrior's wild swing and used the momentum to deliver a swift kick to his opponent's exposed flank.

The Janden warrior staggered, momentarily stunned by the unexpected blow. Seeing his chance, Aldus swung his sword with all his might, aiming for a vulnerable spot—the joint where the warrior's armor met. Metal clashed against metal as their weapons struck, but beneath the pain and exhaustion, Aldus found a hidden reserve of energy. He channeled all his rage and determination into a single, decisive strike. With a primal scream, he launched himself at the Janden warrior, his sword slashing through the air with unmatched precision.

The weapon sliced into his foe, slamming into his side, blood spraying. The Janden warrior fell, and Aldus leaned on his sword, hobbling back in the direction of his horse.

Aldus's body screamed in protest with every step he took, his muscles strained and weak from the grueling battle. The taste of victory lingered on his lips, but the cost had been great. He could feel agony running through his leg as he limped. 

But Aldus knew he couldn't afford to rest yet. The battle wasn't even close to being over. He needed to mount his horse to find solace in its familiar strength and speed. With sheer determination guiding him forward, he staggered towards his loyal steed that stood patiently nearby.

As Aldus approached, the horse's ears perked up, sensing his master's presence through the tumultuous battlefield. Its eyes gleamed with understanding and loyalty as Aldus reached out a trembling hand to stroke its velvety nose.

"Come, my friend," Aldus whispered hoarsely, the words barely reaching his own ears. "We have many more fights today before this battle is done."

Gathering the strength that remained within him, Aldus pulled himself up onto the horse's back, wincing at the sharp pain that shot through his injuries, making him wish that he were a younger, stronger man for this. His people needed that man, not this shell he had become. His legs trembled as they found their place in the stirrups, and he clung desperately to the saddle while he hefted his sword again. 

Aldus refused to let the pain stop him, though. With a loud, resolute cry, Aldus urged his faithful steed forward, the sound of hooves thundering against the blood-soaked earth. Around him, his knights closed in, their armor glinting under the ominous sky. Each knight exuded an aura of unwavering loyalty and unwavering resolve, their eyes fixed on Aldus with a fierce determination matching his own.

The ground shook beneath them as they charged towards the remaining enemies, their swords brandished high. With every stride, Aldus could feel the collective strength of his knights resonating within him, invigorating him even in his weakened state. Their presence lent him a newfound sense of purpose and courage.

He charged back into the battle without a second thought.




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Jarek, a soldier of Destarra, shouted with the others as his unit charged at the Janden ranks. Their battle cries reverberated through the air, blending into a cacophony of primal fury. Jarek's heart pounded in his chest, his blood pumping with the same wild adrenaline that fueled his comrades. They moved as one, a force to be reckoned with.

As they closed in on the enemy, Jarek tightened his grip on his spear, feeling its familiar weight in his hands. The anticipation coursed through him, mingling with the fear that lingered at the fringes of his consciousness. But he had trained for this moment, honing his skills and instinct to a razor's edge. He was ready.

With a thunderous clash, the two forces collided like waves crashing against the rocky shore. Jarek thrust his spear forward, aiming for the nearest Janden warrior, although in truth the packed masses of the Janden meant that he barely needed to aim. His muscles strained as he drove the weapon into flesh and bone, the satisfaction of a direct hit coursing through him.

But the sense of victory was fleeting. The Janden warriors fought with an unyielding ferocity that matched their reputation. As Jarek withdrew his spear from the fallen warrior, he saw another charging at him, battle-axe raised high.

Instinct took over. He sidestepped just in time, narrowly evading the deadly swing of the warrior's weapon. Sensing an opening, Jarek stabbed with a knife, bringing the man down. He stood over him, savoring the victory. Too late, he heard a sound beside him. Pain blossomed in his side, and he saw a sword sticking from it...

 

***

 

The warrior Ishtek roared as he cut down one of the Lyt. Tak was right, these people were weak. Their feeble attempts at defense only fueled Ishtek's hunger for bloodshed. He swung his sword with brutal force, cleaving through armor and flesh alike. The taste of victory was sweet on his lips, mingling with the metallic tang of spilled blood.

He pushed forward, looking for more foes. 

His eyes narrowed as he spotted one of the Lyt soldiers who had managed to evade death thus far. Ishtek's lips curled into a menacing grin as he advanced towards his prey. 

With a swift and fluid motion, Ishtek closed the distance between them, launching himself towards his foe with the lightning speed of a killer. The Lyt soldier had no time to react as Ishtek's blade descended upon him. But fate had other plans.

The sound of a bowstring being released cut through the chaos of battle. An arrow arced through the air, finding its mark in Ishtek's exposed back. It pierced deep into his flesh, lodging itself in his spine. A searing agony lanced through Ishtek's body, stealing away his strength.

Stumbling forward, Ishtek turned to face his unseen assailant, rage burning in his eyes. But before he could retaliate, another arrow found its mark, this time striking him in the chest. Ishtek gasped for breath, feeling his life force ebbing away with each passing moment. He reached out a trembling hand to grasp at the arrow, but his strength failed him, and he fell to his knees.

The battle raged on around him, the clash of swords and the cries of the wounded blending into a chaotic symphony. Ishtek's vision blurred as he looked up at the sky, his consciousness fading into darkness. In his final moments, he wondered who had unleashed that fatal arrow and if they felt any satisfaction in ending his life.

 

***

 

Helene smiled coldly as she drew back her bow for another shot, targeting another Janden warrior. She pretended calm, but her heart pounded in her chest, adrenaline coursing through her veins. She told herself to focus. The chaos of battle surrounded her, but she honed in on her next target. As she released the arrow, time seemed to slow down, the arrow soaring through the air with lethal precision.

The Janden warrior, caught off guard by the sudden attack, staggered back as the arrow struck true. Helene's shot found its mark in the warrior's chest, piercing through armor and flesh. A look of shock and disbelief registered on his face before he crumpled to the ground, lifeless.

A surge of triumph surged through Helene, but there was no time to celebrate. Instead, she quickly nocked another arrow. She was a master archer, trained for years in the art of precision and deadly accuracy. The bow was an extension of herself, an instrument of death that brought justice to those who threatened her people.

Helene scanned the battlefield, searching for her next target. Her eyes locked onto another Janden warrior charging toward her comrades. Without hesitation, she drew back her bowstring, taking aim with unwavering focus.

As the warrior drew closer, Helene released the arrow. It sailed through the air like a swift gust of wind, finding its mark in the warrior's throat. Blood spurted from the fatal wound as he stumbled forward, clutching at his neck, desperate to stop the bleeding. The Janden warrior's momentum propelled him forward, but his legs gave way beneath him. He collapsed to his knees, gasping for air, eyes wide with a mixture of agony and disbelief.

Helene watched with a cold detachment as the warrior fought for his last breaths. The taste of victory lingered on her tongue, mingling with the acrid stench of battle. She stood tall amidst the chaos, her heart pounding with a heady mix of adrenaline and satisfaction.

But her moment of triumph was short-lived as another wave of Janden warriors surged forward, their war cries reverberating through the air. Helene's comrades braced themselves for impact, forming a defensive line to repel the ferocious onslaught.

Instinct kicked in as Helene swiftly nocked another arrow, her eyes scanning the charging warriors for their vulnerable points. She adjusted her aim and released her shot, watching as her arrow found its mark once again.

One Janden warrior stumbled as Helene's arrow pierced through his shoulder, rendering his arm useless. He let out a guttural cry of pain before collapsing to the ground.

But there was no time to celebrate or bask in the glory of her kills. The battle pressed on, an unrelenting storm of violence and pain surrounding her.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Polk rode forward, determined to join the forces of Destarra, determined to try to help in the fight. The problem was that there was a whole army of Janden between him and his own side's forces. 

Polk rode around the edge of the forces, hoping that he might be able to skirt the Janden position and then ride over without a problem, but even with the majority of the Janden massed in front of the city's gates, their encampment still encircled the city. 

Polk rode around the edges, trying to find a spot where he could break through. He knew that he could head back to the tunnel that they'd used to get out of the city, but that would do no good right then. He didn't want to be back in the castle; he wanted to get to the king to tell him that his allies were on their way and that he needed to delay this battle until they got there. 

Then the Janden charged at the forces of Destarra, and Polk knew that there was no time left in which to seek a solution. He had to do something now. Polk watched in awe as the thunderous sound of Janden war cries filled the air. They charged with an unyielding ferocity, their bodies moving as one, fueled by a hunger for conquest. The ground beneath Polk's horse quivered with each pounding hoof, mirroring the intensity of his racing heart.

Their scale armor glinted under the shadowed skies, their horses thundering past the Destarran positions, archers loosing a hail of arrows as they rode. It was as if they had made a pact with some ancient god of war, channeling their collective strength and wrath into a devastating force that now bore down upon the defenders of Destarra.

Polk's eyes darted across the charging horde, searching for any sign of weakness or vulnerability that might allow them to be pushed back. But what he saw was a relentless tide of battle-hardened warriors, clad in dark leather and scale, wielding weapons honed to perfection. Their movements were synchronized, a well-practiced dance of death that left no room for error.

As they closed in on the forces of Destarra, Polk's heart sank. The odds seemed insurmountable, the strength and numbers of the Janden overwhelming.

Polk knew then that there was no time for him to continue skirting the edge of the Janden encampment. He wasn't a lowly watchman anymore. He'd been knighted by the king himself. Polk had sworn to protect the king and the kingdom. He had a duty to perform, even if that meant riding into the midst of a battle.

With a roar of determination, Polk dug his heels into the sides of his steed and charged straight into what seemed like the weakest part of the Janden encampment. His heart pounded in his chest as he guided his horse through the tents, past the cooking fires, knowing that he couldn't slow down for even an instant. If he stopped, the Janden would drag him from his horse, and he would die. 

Sweat trickled down Polk's brow as he deftly maneuvered through the chaos, his senses on high alert. He observed every movement, every gap in the enemy's formation, searching for an opportunity to break through and reach the king.

Around Polk, those Janden left in the encampment started to point his way. There wouldn't be many warriors left there now; indeed, Polk saw women and children there starting to scatter. It was strange to think of this people who wanted to wipe out his kingdom as being anything other than a collection of fierce killers, but these were more scared of him than he was of them.

There still seemed to be some warriors there, though. A couple of Janden stepped into Polk's path, armed with spears. Polk tightened his grip on the reins, determined not to slow down, not to let them stop him. He knew he couldn't afford to hesitate, not even for a second. With a swift motion, he drew his sword from its scabbard, the blade sharp-edged and worked with the runes of the small magic. King Aldus himself had given Polk that blade, and it was time to use it.

It didn't matter in that moment that he was a former watchman, that he hadn't trained to fight on horseback. All that mattered was that he had to get through this encampment. The Janden warriors approached with an air of confidence, their muscles rippling beneath their taut, battle-scarred skin. Polk could sense their anticipation, their hunger for blood evident in their piercing gaze. Their spears were held high, ready to strike with deadly precision.

As they closed in on Polk, he moved to meet them, wanting to catch them before they were ready for the fight. His horse surged forward, its powerful hooves pounding against the ground like thunder as it galloped closer to the Janden warriors. Polk's focus was on the fight, but beyond that, on simply getting through the encampment and trying to reach the king.

The first Janden warrior lunged forward, thrusting his spear towards Polk's chest. With lightning-fast reflexes, Polk leaned to the side, narrowly evading the deadly strike. He hacked down, using his sword more like a cleaver than with the precision of a knight, cutting the enemy from shoulder to mid chest. He ripped the sword free, just in time to parry a blow from the second Janden.

The clash of steel reverberated through the air, the impact reverberating down his arms as Polk engaged in a deadly dance with the second Janden warrior. His opponent was formidable, his movements swift and precise. Each strike was met with equal force and determination from Polk as he fought to keep his seat in the saddle.

Polk's horse reared suddenly, and it was all he could do to cling on. One of the creature's hooves caught the Janden warrior on the shoulder, though, sending him stumbling. Polk thought about stopping to finish his foe, but instead he realized that he didn’t have to. He just had to get to the king. He used the opportunity to ride on, not caring about the shouts of the man behind him. He had no time to stay and finish the fight, not with the battle in front of him starting to rage.

Polk emerged from the chaos of the Janden encampment, his breath ragged and his senses heightened. Before him, stretched out like a monstrous canvas, was the battleground where the Destarran and Janden armies clashed. The air crackled with tension as the clash of weapons and the screams of combatants filled the air.

The sight before Polk was both awe-inspiring and terrifying. Janden archers rode in and loosed, sending arrows into the Destarran lines before wheeling away. Warriors were locked in deadly combat, their armor bloodied and battered as they fought with a ferocity born of desperation, trying not to give an inch to their foes. The ground beneath them was churned into a muddy, snow-covered mess, stained with blood and littered with fallen bodies. Already, it was turning into a quagmire that made it harder for the sides to maneuver.

Polk's heart pounded in his chest as he surveyed the battlefield. The war cries of both sides echoed in his ears, creating a cacophony that threatened to overwhelm his senses. He could see the Destarran soldiers fighting valiantly, their swords slashing through the air as they tried to cut down their foes. 

The sharp whistle of arrows filled the air as the Janden horse archers wheeled around again, a deadly symphony that seemed to target every nook and cranny of the battlefield. Polk's instincts kicked in, guiding him to lean low over his horse's neck as he weaved through the flurry of projectiles. The thud of arrows hitting flesh, the pained cries of the wounded, and the sickening crunch of bones being shattered reverberated in his ears. The Destarran archers fired back, but that only added to the chaos there.

Polk remained steadfast, his grip on the reins unyielding, as he navigated his way towards the heart of the battle. The chaos surrounding him only fueled his determination to reach the Destarran lines. He could feel the weight of responsibility pressing upon him like an invisible burden, urging him forward.

Through the haze of war, Polk caught glimpses of individual skirmishes. He saw a man cut down by a Janden axe, only for a spear to take the Janden in turn. He saw a horse go down, pierced through its flank by a lance. He saw a man trapped between three Janden, his shield shattering beneath their blows. There was no chance for Polk to aid any of them. He could only go where the tide of battle took him, hacking at any Janden who got too close. 

As he rode deeper into the heart of the battlefield, Polk was struck by the sheer scale of the conflict. The ground trembled beneath him with each thunderous clash of sword against shield, and the air was filled with the acrid scent of burning flesh and sweat. 

The Janden warriors fought with a primal ferocity, unleashing their inner savagery upon their enemies. Their battle cries pierced through the chaos, echoing like a chorus of rage and bloodlust, threatening anyone who stood against them with the vilest deaths. On the other hand, the Destarran soldiers displayed disciplined formations, moving as one cohesive unit, their movements precise and calculated as they pushed forward, like a spear thrusting at the heart of the larger Janden army.

Polk saw the king near the tip of that spear of flesh and steel, leading the charge, aiming for what looked like the fiercest warriors of the Janden, next to their banner. Polk realized then that his plan was to try to break the Janden by killing their leaders. It was a desperate move and a brave one, the king leading his embattled forces from the front. It was also a move that could easily backfire if the king was slain. Polk could not allow that to happen. 

The moment Polk saw King Aldus there, he spurred his horse forward. He would not let the king do this alone. Polk had sworn to protect his king, and he would, even here.




 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

"You have done well, my son."

Dorian beamed with pride at his father's words as they stood in the command tent of the noble forces. It was rare that his father gave him such praise. Rare that he’d ever thought Dorian had achieved anything of worth.

"Thank you, Father. Tell me, why have you decided to stand with the Janden? What has happened since I've been away that makes them good allies?"

In his time in the Kingdom Beneath, Dorian had heard nothing of what was happening in the kingdom. He guessed that Meredith and Lance wouldn't have heard anything either. He was determined to hear all of it.

They stood under guard, their hands bound a few paces away. They looked at Dorian as if not comprehending what he was doing, trying to decide whether he had simply betrayed them or not. 

His father spread his hands. "Too many things to tell you all of them. Suffice it to say that I grew tired of serving a king who saw me as a fool, and that the Janden were there."

“So you made a pact with them?” Trading King Aldus for a barbarian ruler hardly seemed like a good bargain. 

His father laughed. "Hardly. The Janden are... temporary allies. A necessary evil. They are the storm that must wash through the kingdom so that we can rebuild. I have already told you that we will sweep them away when the time comes."

Dorian couldn't believe what he was hearing. The calmness in his father's voice was unsettling, as if he had become a different man entirely. He had expected his father to be filled with remorse or regret, but instead, he stood before him with an air of calculated determination.

His father's gaze hardened, his eyes reflecting a newfound resolve. "Sometimes, my son, we must make difficult choices for the greater good. The Janden may be barbarians, but their presence is an opportunity we cannot ignore. I had... other allies too, but it seems that your friends have slain them."

It took Dorian a moment to realize what his father was saying. Dorian shook his head in disbelief at this new information.

"Zander? You allied with him? With the Kingdom Beneath?"

"A man must stand with the winning side," his father said. "Do you remember when you were a boy, and I told you the story of the two kings, Halet and Kolek?"

A children's story? His father wanted Dorian to remember that now, when there was a battle going on somewhere outside the tent? Still, it was better to go along with it.

"I remember," Dorian said. "The two kings who faced an unstoppable horde of enemies."

His father nodded. "Brave Halet stood there with his army. He was wiped out, and so was his city. Kolek surrendered. He was thrown into a dungeon, but his city survived. Slowly, he plotted, until he could rise up and usurp his foes' leader. He came to rule not just his city, but Halet's as well."

"And the Janden are the unstoppable enemy in our version of this story?" Dorian said. 

His father shrugged. "Or perhaps Lytos was, a long time ago. This kingdom has been too strong for too long. The city-states were always weak compared to it. I had to come here, grovelling and pretending to be Aldus' friend, because the alternative was his brave knights killing me and taking all that was mine."

Dorian wasn't quite sure that he could believe what he was hearing. He moved across the tent, snatching up a goblet of wine. 

"So, what is your plan now, Father?" he asked. “The Janden fight King Aldus, you kill the Janden, and then what?”

His father looked thoughtful, as if debating how much to say in front of a tent filled with other rebel nobles, but Dorian suspected that there wasn't much point in holding anything back when he had already admitted working with Zander. 

"I have told you, my son, we stand on the edge of being able to rule this kingdom. The Janden already ride against the city. When the battle is done, we will be the ones picking up the pieces. It is a pity that Zander is dead, though. I had counted on him being able to lift the shadows from the sky for us."

Again, Dorian felt as though he barely knew his own father. 

"You pushed me forward to go to the Kingdom Beneath," he said. "You put me in danger, Father."

His father snorted. "Hardly. Zander agreed that you would be captured down there, then allowed to return the hero. And now..." Dorian could practically see the wheels turning in his father's mind. "Now you have done better than that. You have slain the king of the Kingdom Beneath. You have brought back the missing princess. Who you will, of course, marry when all this is done to show our rightful claim on the throne."

"I will never marry Dorian," Meredith snapped, the defiance in her eyes all too obvious.

Dorian's father shook his head. "My dear, if you think you get a choice, you haven't paid attention. Princesses throughout history have been bargaining chips. They marry who they are told to marry. Your happiness doesn't come into it.”

“I’ll kill you before that happens,” Lance snapped. 

“Careful, young knight,” Dorian’s father said. “I said that you could live as long as you caused no trouble.”

He drew a sword, moving towards Lance.

"Lance can help with the skies," Dorian said. "He has the same gift Zander had for controlling shadows. I've seen it. He can clear the skies for you, and Meredith will bring back the plants."

"I won't help you, traitors," Lance snapped. 

Dorian moved over and struck him hard. The alternative was letting his father cut Lance down. In any case, wasn’t a single blow at least partial repayment for the destiny Lance had snatched from him? For Lance being the one Meredith loved? "Of course you will. You don't want the people of the kingdom to starve, do you? You care about commoners like them. You are one of them, after all."

Lance glared at him with obvious hatred then. Dorian just looked back at him levelly. 

"What I don't get," Dorian said to his father, "is why we're still in here. Shouldn't your armies be marching on the city?"

His father shook his head. "Ah, Dorian, always in such a hurry. Do you remember Albrecht's principles of strategy?"

"I remember," Dorian replied. His father had insisted on drilling them into Dorian himself, rather than relying on tutors. 

"And what is his principle when faced with an untrustworthy ally?"

"Never to do yourself what an ally you don't trust can weaken themselves doing," Dorian replied promptly. In that moment, Dorian understood more of what his father was doing. His father was biding his time, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. They were using the Janden as a shield, allowing them to weaken King Aldus's forces while they conserved their own strength. It was a dangerous game, but Dorian couldn't deny the logic behind it.

"But Father," Dorian said, his voice filled with uncertainty. "What if the Janden turn on us once they've defeated King Aldus? Will they honor their alliance?"

His father smiled, though there was a glint of something sinister in his eyes. "Oh, my son, you underestimate me. When the Janden have spent their strength against King Aldus' forces, there won't be enough of them left to face us in the field. We will sweep in from behind, and we will wipe them out, the conquering heroes saving the city. The ones who do not scatter will die, while Destarra will welcome us with open arms."

Dorian couldn't help but feel a sense of unease settling in his stomach. The plan was risky, depending on the Janden to do most of the fighting and destruction before swooping in to claim the kingdom for themselves. But he had no choice; his father held all the power now.

Meanwhile, Meredith seethed with anger and defiance. She struggled against her binds, glaring at Dorian's father with disdain. "You think you can control us like pawns on a chessboard? You will never have our loyalty."

His father chuckled darkly, raising an eyebrow at Meredith's futile efforts. "Loyalty is an overrated concept, my dear. In times of war and conquest, survival and self-interest take precedence over such trivial sentiments. Now, Dorian, we must make ready. The time to ride out is almost at hand. I take it that you will take your place by my side when the real battle commences?"

Dorian looked over to Lance and Meredith, to his friends, to the people he had fought across half of the Kingdom Beneath alongside. He thought for a moment about what it had been like the first time he'd seen the two of them having a tender moment together after Lance and Dorian had saved Meredith. He thought about the pain he'd felt, seeing that. 

Dorian moved closer to Meredith. Close enough that he could have kissed her. He wrapped an arm around her, holding her there in spite of her attempts to pull away. 

"She will be mine afterwards?" Dorian said. "She is... she's all I've ever wanted, Father."

"And you shall have her when this is done," his father replied. "The princess of Lytos shall be your wife. Your children will be heirs to the throne after you."

"Then I will ride with you," Dorian declared, returning to his father's side, ignoring the look of hatred that Lance shot him. 

He just hoped that no one there noticed the small dagger he'd just pressed into Meredith's hands.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

A battle, Thea decided, made a pretty good distraction. This one meant that she didn't have to fight her way back to the tunnel she and the others had used to escape the city. She barely even had to be stealthy, because it wasn't as if the Janden were watching for one thief approaching their position. 

Thea moved quietly along the tunnel, her footsteps barely making a sound against the rough stone floor. The scent of dampness and earth filled her nostrils as she crept closer to the castle, her heart pounding in her chest. The chaos of battle echoed through the corridors, the clash of swords and the cries of warriors reverberating in the air.

As she neared the entrance leading back into the castle, Thea could see flickering torchlight casting eerie shadows on the walls. She pressed herself against the cool stone, careful not to make a sound as she observed the servants moving this way and that. 

Thea paused for a moment or two, picking a room at random to loot. It was an opulent receiving room, with statues and gilded furniture. Thea ignored all of that, picking up a small silver jewelry box instead. It was important to have things that she could carry. 

It was also important not to stay in the castle for too long. No doubt the Janden would be heading here soon enough. Thea quickly slipped out of the castle, heading down into the city. 

She could imagine Safek's disapproval if he saw her like this, but what did the big lunk of a barbarian know about anything? He thought that all the world's problems could be solved if you just hit them hard enough. Yes, he was kind of pretty, but that didn't mean that Thea had to put up with him constantly telling her that she was doing the wrong thing. 

As for Polk... well, he was a former watchman, and now he was a knight. Disapproving of things that Thea liked to do was practically his entire job. Thea's only disappointment in all of this was that she'd never quite got around to picking which of the two of them she liked more. 

Still, that was the way life worked. Like people, like things, take what you could, move on. In this case, move on before an army arrived to kill and ravage. 

Thea moved quickly through the streets. There were people out in them, common folk, most of whom seemed to be cheering, as if cheering on the king and his army would make a difference. Some of them held weapons, and they were heading for the gates as if they might join the fight.

Idiots. Didn't they know that this was a fight they couldn't win? Not if the battle had already started. The Janden would cut through the city's forces, take Destarra, and then, by the time the wild-kin or the centaurs showed up, it would be too late. They should be focusing on finding a way out of here, while the distraction of the battle lasted. 

Thea's plan was simple. She would flee the city, head up the coast a ways, then find passage to the south. It was a simple plan, and a good one. 

She just had a couple of things to do first. After all, she would need money for her trip, and to set herself up in a suitably wealthy place once she reached the city states. 

Thea's eyes scanned the bustling streets, searching for a rich-looking house. Her gaze settled on a grand structure nestled amongst the robust buildings. Its façade was adorned with intricate carvings of mythical creatures, and the windows sparkled with crystal clear glass that caught the sunlight just right. This was it, Thea thought to herself, a place filled to the brim with treasures waiting to be claimed by someone sufficiently determined. 

Better yet, Thea couldn't see movement in the house. Probably the nobles there had gone up to the castle, or were even now fighting in the king's army. 

With a mischievous smile curling on her lips, she weaved through the crowd towards the opulent house. The city's chaos seemed to fade away as she approached, her focus sharpening on the task at hand. She couldn't help but feel a little wistful when she saw the blight ravaged gardens, covered in snow. Compared to the lands of the wild-kin, there was little beautiful left here. 

Thea remained focused on her objective. She had honed her skills as a thief over many years, mastering the art of blending in and picking locks with ease. She made her way around to a side entrance. The lock was simple enough. Funny how these rich folk spent so much on thick front doors and guards, but then put cheap locks on the servants' entrances. 

Taking a deep breath, Thea pushed open the heavy wooden doors and entered the house. It was weirdly quiet. It seemed that the servants had run. That, or they were out on the streets with the rest of the idiots, cheering for the king's forces. 

Thea made her way through to the grand foyer. Her eyes widened as she took in the sight before her. Marble pillars stretched towards an intricately painted ceiling, while plush velvet drapes framed massive windows that flooded the room with soft light. All very beautiful, all very expensive, but none of it really portable enough for Thea's needs.

She kept moving through the house and quickly became aware of the sound of muffled footsteps above. Someone else was in there, and they were trying to be stealthy.

That caught Thea's interest, and also irritated her a little. She was burgling this house. Anyone else would have to wait in line.

Thea set off through the house in the direction of the sound. She took out her small hand crossbow, holding it ready. She suspected that another thief might be as bad about sharing as she was. Thea went upstairs, heading for what turned out to be a grand bedroom complete with tapestries and a four-poster bed. 

Oh, and a figure in slightly ragged silks, ransacking the silverware. He had silvery blond hair, a slender frame, and as he turned towards Thea, she realized that she knew him. 

"Theron!" she said, aiming her crossbow right at his heart. "It had to be you, didn't it?"

Theron was the bard who'd gotten Thea into this mess. If he hadn't stolen from Thea at an inn back when... well, back when she'd been trying to steal from him, then she wouldn't have gone after him. She wouldn't have found herself captured alongside him, or needing to break out of the city's prison tower. She wouldn't have found herself trapped in this city, which meant that she would never have been on the job to break into a merchant's house that saw her first run into Safek and Polk. 

"This is all your fault!" Thea declared. It didn't feel as good as she'd hoped. Maybe shooting him would feel better.

"Thea," Theron said in that oh-so-smooth way he had. "You remain, as always, a vision of loveliness."

"And you're still not as charming as you think," Thea snapped back. 

"Oh, Thea, I think we both know I'm exactly as charming as I think. Have you ever thought about what might have happened if we'd simply slept together the first time we met?"

"No," Thea lied. 

"No? Because I've thought about you. I thought about what a mistake it was to abandon you. We could have escaped Destarra together and gone on a crime spree the world would speak about forever. Imagine it."

The worst part was that Thea could imagine it all too easily. She could envision them running across rooftops, their laughter echoing through the night as they evaded capture, stealing from the rich and powerful without remorse. Thea sighed, torn between the desire to embrace this dangerous fantasy and the reality of their current predicament.

Theron's expression softened as he stepped closer to her. "We could still do it. The city will fall, but there is a chance to flee. We can go together. We can make the world tremble at the very mention of our names. Theron and Thea, the greatest thieves ever!"

Thea sighed. It was tempting, but then, Theron was nothing if not tempting. She could see how it would all work. She could imagine it all perfectly. She looked around at all the riches in that room, all the things they could take as the first step in their life of crime together.

It was just... she could also imagine how Safek and Polk would react. Thinking about them shouldn’t have changed anything, but somehow, it made everything feel… hollow. The longer she looked at Theron, the more Thea realized that he was right. They were the same.

And she hated that.

Thea stepped forward, close enough to touch Theron, close enough to kiss him. She did kiss him briefly, but only so her fingers could dance out to steal his belt pouch. 

"I was always a better thief than you," she said. Then she punched him, hard. "And it would have been Thea and Theron!"

She left the house, abandoning the things she might have stolen, hoping that she might still be in time to help. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Meredith waited in Lord Antonio's command tent, trying to judge the best moment to escape. The tent was empty now, except for her, Lance, and a couple of guards. 

That meant that Lord Antonio and the other rebellious nobles were out there somewhere, readying themselves for the fight against the Janden. Soon, Lord Antonio would execute his plan, and if he did that, then Meredith and Lance would be at his mercy again.

Meredith could feel the small knife in her fingers. Its cool metal handle offered a glimmer of hope amidst the uncertainty that consumed her. 

The moment Dorian had pressed it into her hands, Meredith had known that it was her and Lance's only chance. Meredith knew that her only chance at freedom lay in severing the ropes that bound her wrists, but she had to be careful. The guards were stationed to either side of Lance, their vigilance never wavering.

She watched them with hawk-like focus, studying their movements and sawing at the ropes in the moments when they were looking the other way. 

Lance had their attention. Meredith seized the opportunity. With a steady hand, she discreetly pressed the blade of the knife against the coarse ropes encircling her wrists. The fibers strained against the sharp edge, resisting her efforts as if mocking her desperate plight. Beads of perspiration formed on her brow, a testament to the tension that coursed through her veins. 

Every movement she made was calculated, every breath measured. She knew that if the guards saw her, they would take the knife and she would never escape. She intensified her efforts. The blade bit deeper into the ropes, inch by agonizing inch, until she could feel the fibers start to give way beneath its unyielding pressure. A flicker of hope ignited within her as she dared to imagine herself breaking free from these oppressive bonds.

Meredith's fingers grew slick with sweat, causing the thin metal handle of the knife to slip in her grasp. She gritted her teeth and adjusted her grip, refusing to succumb to defeat. She sawed at the ropes, and felt them give way, releasing her bound hands. 

One of the guards turned to her, his hand reaching for his sword. Meredith kissed him then, feeling the last of the poison within her rising up, passing into the guard in a sudden flood. 

The guard's eyes widened in shock as his body convulsed, overwhelmed by the potent poison coursing through his veins. He clutched at his throat, gasping for air that seemed to elude him. He took a staggering step back, clutching at his collar. 

As the guard collapsed to the ground, writhing in agony, Meredith turned to the second guard. His sword was in his hand, and he drew it back for a swing, aiming at Meredith's head. 

In an instant, shadows leapt out to shroud the guard's head. It let Meredith duck, avoiding the blow, while the guard struck out blindly with his sword. Shadows poured from Lance, his gift flowing over the guard, stopping him from seeing what he was striking at. 

Meredith took the opportunity to snatch up a small camp chair that must have been Lord Antonio's. She struck out at the guard, hard, hitting him with a solid thud of wood against flesh. The guard stumbled to his knees, and that gave Lance a chance to step forward, kicking the guard hard enough to send him sprawling into unconsciousness. 

Meredith took a moment to catch her breath, her heart pounding in her chest. She looked down at the fallen guards, relief flooding through her as she realized they were finally free. The weight of captivity lifted off her shoulders, replaced with a renewed sense of determination and purpose.

She turned her attention to Lance, cutting the ropes that held him. His eyes were filled with gratitude and admiration. He reached out to touch her face, a gentle caress that conveyed more than words ever could. 

"Careful," Meredith said. "The poison."

That made Lance look down at the guard Meredith had kissed. He knelt by the guard.

"He's unconscious, not dead," Lance said. 

Meredith was grateful for that. She didn't want to kill anyone else. More than that, she was grateful that it meant that the poison was weakening, flowing out of her system little by little as time passed. Perhaps soon, it would be gone from her completely.

Lance stood up, his body aching from the tight ropes that had bound him for what felt like an eternity. He flexed his fingers. He went over to the corner of the tent where his sword lay discarded. He drew it, the runes of the small magic running along the blade. 

"We need to get out of here," Lance said. "We need to move quietly."

The two of them crept out of the tent into the encampment beyond. There weren't many people around, but even so, Lance wrapped shadows around himself and Meredith. Meredith was surprised by how easily she could see through them, moving in step with Lance as the two of them slipped through the camp of rebel nobles and knights. 

Thankfully, those nobles seemed to have headed out onto the battlefield, forming up, ready to strike at the Janden from the rear, and at her father's forces too. 

"We have to do something," Meredith said. She could see her father's army engaged with the enemy. The weight of her magical control over plants pressed upon her, reminding her of the potential power she possessed. She knew that she could make a difference in this battle. "We have to get to my father's forces."

Lance was already shaking his head, though. "I can't take you into the middle of a battle, Meredith. It's too dangerous."

Meredith clenched her fists in frustration, her eyes blazing with determination. She couldn't believe Lance would suggest abandoning her father and their cause without even considering the consequences. The battle raged on, the clash of swords and the cries of agony filling the air. She could feel the ground trembling beneath her feet as the forces clashed in a deadly dance.

"We can't just stand here and do nothing," Meredith argued, her voice laced with urgency. "My father needs us. Our people need us."

Lance's expression softened, his eyes searching hers for understanding. "Meredith, there are two whole armies between us and your father. We can't get to him without dying. I swore that I would bring you back safely, that I would protect you. I don't think I can do that in the middle of a battlefield."

Meredith's eyes narrowed, her determination unwavering. "Lance, I understand the risks, but we can't just sit back and do nothing while our loved ones fight for their lives. I have the power to help them, to turn the tide of this war. We can't let fear stop us from doing what's right."

Lance's grip tightened around his sword, his knuckles turning white. "I'm not afraid, Meredith. Not for myself. I just...I can't bear to lose you too. We've already lost so much. The other knights. Justin."

"I know that," Meredith said. She had to make Lance see this her way. "But we have gifts that might make a difference here."

"Will you make the grass beneath the Janden army rise up and strangle them?" Lance asked. "Will you fill their blood with poison mushrooms?"

Meredith didn't know if she could do that. She had killed, back in the Kingdom Beneath. She had no wish to do it again now. She hesitated, and Lance saw that hesitation. 

"I could kill some of them with shadow darts. I could tangle them in shadows, blind them. Even then, it wouldn't be enough. Not against a whole army, and if you hesitate even for a moment out there... they'll kill you, Meredith. Or worse."

Meredith knew that he was right, however much she hated it. She wanted to be able to help, but there was nothing she could do, not from here, not like this. 

"All right," she said. 

She and Lance started to creep through the camp again, moving furtively until they found a horse. Lance mounted it, with Meredith hopping up behind him. 

The two of them headed out, away from the battlefield. As much as Meredith hated it, they had to get to safety.




 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Tak roared and cut down at a foe foolish enough to stand in his way. His curved sword took the man's head from his shoulders. 

Tak's Janden warriors poured into the gap that Tak had created by cutting down his foe. The chief of the Janden smiled savagely, knowing that his people would win today, that they would cut down every foe before them. 

Then, they would take Destarra. He'd given the fool Aldus his word that they would not slaughter the population, but his Janden would still ravage and loot, still do exactly as they wished with the newly enslaved people of the city.

Tak charged forward, his heart pounding with a mixture of adrenaline and bloodlust. The battlefield became his canvas, splattered with the vibrant red hues of fallen enemies. The air was thick with the metallic scent of spilled blood, intertwining with the acrid smoke rising from burning tents and shattered weapons.

The Janden warriors fought with a ferocity unmatched by any other army. Their arrows sang through the air as his mounted archers harried the foe. His warriors swung axes and struck with swords, slaying all who stood before them. 

With every swinging stroke of his sword, Tak envisioned the destiny that awaited his people. The conquest of Destarra, a city that had thrived for centuries under its false sense of security, would be the ultimate testament to the might and power of the Janden tribe.

As his warriors continued to push forward, Tak's mind wandered to the inevitable violence that would soon engulf the streets of Destarra. He imagined the panic-stricken faces of its citizens as they realized that their once-peaceful haven was about to be drenched in blood.

Oh, how he relished the thought of their terror-stricken screams echoing through the alleys and courtyards! He would relish that. 

Tak didn't care that his so-called allies weren't engaging yet. Let the mercenaries of the city-states and the rebel nobles of the Lyt refuse to do their part. Tak's Janden were still more than enough to destroy the forces of Destarra. After that, his allies would pay for their failure to aid him. 

Tak saw some of his Janden start to fall around him. Their bodies crumpled to the ground, lifeless and covered in blood. The enemy was fighting back with a newfound ferocity, desperate to protect their city and loved ones. Tak bellowed in rage and charged towards the source of the resistance. He hacked down one foe, then another, determined to sap the will of those who fought back. 

AK's blood boiled with rage at the audacity of these defenders.

With a thunderous roar, Tak charged forward, his sword cleaving through his enemies with a lethal precision. His Janden warriors rallied around him, their battle cries harmonizing with the clash of steel and the cries of the dying. They fought as one, a formidable force that seemed unstoppable in their relentless pursuit of victory.

But as the battle raged on, Tak could feel a growing unease gnawing at the back of his mind. The defenders of Destarra were proving to be tougher adversaries than he had anticipated. Their determination and resilience threatened to tip the scales of this bloody conflict.

Amidst the chaos, Tak caught a glimpse of a figure fighting valiantly against his warriors, limping his way forward, swinging his sword in great, two-handed sweeps. Tak recognized King Aldus there. He'd obviously been unhorsed somewhere in the fray, and was now moving forward on foot, ignoring the obvious pain of his injuries as he fought. 

Aldus was a sight to behold, his eyes blazing with an unwavering resolve. Despite the wounds that marred his body, he moved with a grace and agility reminiscent of a seasoned warrior. Tak couldn't help but feel a pang of admiration for the king, even as he swung his sword with renewed vigor, determined to get close enough to cut down his relentless foe.

He wondered what this man must have been like in his prime. When he'd been Tak's age, Aldus must have been a formidable foe. Even as battle-worn as he was, he would still have been terrifying if it weren't for the injuries that made him limp with every step, leaning on his sword like a crutch whenever he wasn't using it to cut down a foe. 

As it was, Tak saw a target. He saw a chance to end the resistance of his enemies in one stroke of the blade. Aldus might have thrown himself forward, trying to get to Tak and kill him, but that cut both ways. If Aldus cut Tak down, the Janden would be in disarray, but if the defenders saw Aldus fall, their morale would be broken. They would break and ran, letting the Janden slay them as they routed. 

It was a gamble, but it was a risk that Tak was more than willing to take. A chance to pit himself directly against the leader of his foes, with the fate of a whole country resting on the outcome. 

Tak's heart raced with anticipation as he closed the distance between himself and Aldus. Men died around him, but all Tak could focus on was the figure before him, seemingly unyielding in the face of overwhelming odds.

With each step that brought him closer to his target, Tak's grip on his sword tightened, his knuckles turning white. The battlefield seemed to fade away, the chaos becoming nothing more than a distant backdrop to the impending duel that awaited him.

Two soldiers lunged towards Tak, their weapons raised high. He sidestepped their attacks, swiftly decapitating one with a powerful sweep of his sword. The headless body crumpled to the ground, blood spurting from its severed neck. Without missing a beat, Tak spun around and thrust his blade into the chest of the second soldier, ending his life in an instant.

As Tak carved a bloody path through the defenders of Destarra, fear and panic spread among those who witnessed his ruthless rampage. The remaining soldiers hesitated to engage him directly, their resolve wavering under the weight of their fallen comrades.

Meanwhile, King Aldus continued to advance, undeterred by the violence. Tak moved for him, raising his sword, ready to strike. 

Another sword was there then, blocking the blow, knocking it aside before it could get to the king. A knight stood in front of Tak then, holding a sword two-handed, keeping himself between Tak and Aldus. 

"Who are you?" Tak demanded. "Some noble knight come to die for his king?"

The knight in front of Tak laughed. "My name is Polk, and I am anything but noble."

The clash of steel against steel reverberated through the air as Tak and Polk engaged in their deadly dance. Each stroke was executed with precision and skill, their swords meeting in a symphony of sparks. Tak had expected skill and precision from a foe like this, but there was something grittier and more violent about the way this man fought than Tak expected from a noble. He slashed at Polk, and the man stepped inside, head-butting him, forcing Tak to step back. 

In a display of remarkable agility, Polk lunged forward, closing the distance between himself and Tak in an instant. His sword sliced through the air with precision, aiming for Tak's exposed flank. But Tak was no ordinary warrior; his reflexes honed by years of training and battle allowed him to parry Polk's attack effortlessly.

The clash of their swords sent shockwaves through Tak's arms, but he refused to back down. Polk's relentless assault was like a storm, each strike pushing Tak further towards the edge of his limits. But as the fight wore on, Tak could feel his greater strength starting to tell. 

With every step he took, Tak forced Polk back, his movements becoming more calculated and precise. He anticipated Polk's every move, his mind working in perfect synchrony with his body. Each parry, each feint, was executed flawlessly, making Polk defend desperately. 

Tak was so focused on the fight that he almost didn't see King Aldus lunging for him until it was too late. Tak had to parry the blow, giving up his attack on Polk for a second. 

But it was a second that Tak couldn't afford to spare. Aldus pressed his advantage, his sword raining blows upon Tak's defenses. The weight of each strike threatened to overwhelm him, but Tak fought back with unyielding determination.

As the clash between the three warriors intensified, the battlefield transformed into a whirlwind of steel and sweat. Tak was the mightiest of his people, and he fought with all the fury of the Janden. Tak matched the combined might of Polk and Aldus, giving no ground. 

The three foes stepped back from one another for a moment, briefly in a clear space in the battle. Tak readied himself to throw himself forward again. 

Even as he did so, he saw something new happening in the battle. His warriors and the soldiers of Destarra continued to kill one another, but there, from the city, more people were coming out. 

Tak saw that they were not soldiers. They were ordinary people, armed with tools as much as with weapons, armored in whatever they had been able to find. The commoners of Destarra, the old, the young, men and women, people with only the most makeshift of weapons were coming out to join the fight, adding to the numbers of the defenders, almost able to match the numbers of the Janden now.

Tak roared. He would not let them win!




 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Safek watched the battle from up on a nearby hill, trying to decide if he should go down there to fight. And, if so, which side he should fight for.

No, that wasn't even a question. He knew that he couldn't fight on Tak's side, couldn't help to bring about the deaths of all the people within the city of Destarra. He couldn't help to create that kind of destruction.

Yet he wasn't sure if he could fight for Destarra, either. That would mean cutting down his fellow Janden. Ultimately, what did that do other than adding to the destruction in the world?

Safek's mind swirled with conflicting thoughts, his heartbeat pounding in rhythm with the echoing clash of steel below. He was a mighty warrior, one of the fiercest amongst the Janden, yet he felt an unusual hesitation creeping up on him. The battle below was not just a war between two kingdoms; it was a struggle for survival, for identity, and for power.

From where Safek stood, the battlefield appeared as a grotesque painting—a tableau of pain and destruction with splashes of crimson against a canvas of mud and trampled grass. He saw Janden warriors clashing with defenders of Destarra, their swords glinting as they rose and fell. 

It looked to Safek as if the Janden were winning, pushing back the defending forces.

Even then, Safek wasn't sure if he could bring himself to join in the fight against them. 

His whole life had been violence. From his first steps down in the wild lands of the south, his days had been filled with blood and pain, the quest for glory, riches, simple survival. He'd been taught to ride almost as soon as he could walk, and how to swing a sword from the moment that he could hold one. 

Every day, he'd been told that the only value he held was in the strength of his sword arm. Particularly as an orphan, he had a place among his people precisely as long as his presence on raids had brought more riches and captives to the clan. 

Safek sat there with his sword across his knees, contemplating the things he had done in his life. And what his future would hold if he continued along the path set out for him. He'd seen so many men perish under that same credo of power and might, their lives brutally cut short in the name of conquest. Was that really how he wanted to meet his end? As just another casualty on a battlefield strewn with the bodies of brothers and foes alike?

He thought back to the days of his childhood when the Janden elders would gather around the fires at dusk, their gnarled hands gesturing wildly as they regaled the tribe's youth with tales of legendary warriors. It occurred to Safek that the heroes they painted were not bloodthirsty or cruel, but valiant and wise. They fought not for personal glory but for the well-being of their people. The tales said nothing about slaughtering whole cities.

It was a stark contrast to the reality he saw before him—a battle that emerged not from the need for protection, but from a quest for dominance, a thirst for power that threatened to consume everything in its wake.

The real question Safek faced was not whether he should fight, but what he was fighting for. 

Out in the wastes of the south, it had all been about survival, about honor, too, but honor there meant simply being willing to cut down any man who insulted him. It meant not backing down from anything.

Safek knew the moment when he'd started to change. It had happened when he'd been trapped in the city after that first assault on Destarra. When he'd seen what the people of this strange land were really like. The people of Destarra were not just beings to be slain for the glory of the Janden, they were people with dreams and hopes—people who loved and cried, who had families and friends. 

Even their king, Aldus, was not like Tak, who viewed power as something to be seized through bloodshed. He seemed to understand that his first duty was to protect those around him. Survival in Destarra wasn't about strength or honor alone. It was about community. The people here fought not just to survive but to protect those who stood beside them.

Safek thought about his companions on the strange journey he'd undertaken to seek the wild-kin. Polk would be down there now, trying to protect his king and his city. It was strange to think that a common-born man like him had more nobility inside him than any of the nobles of this place. 

Then there was Thea. Thoughts of the thief were always both enticing and infuriating. Safek didn't know what to think when he was around her or what kind of man to be. In the old days, would he have simply thrown her across his horse and carried her back to his camp as a prisoner?

She would probably have stabbed him if he tried, and that fact only make Safek smile, when it should have made him angry. 

"Why do you sit here, Safek?"

He sat there so long that he didn't even notice the approach of Chancellor Amos of the wild-kin, his golden eyes resting on Safek, his official robes augmented by a blade and a staff to help in the fight to come. 

"This is not my fight," Safek said. "I just want peace."

The leader of the wild-kin smiled wanly. "Those sound like things I should be saying to you. That others of my people have said."

Safek looked back and saw an army of the wild-kin below, each member of it different, touched by the wild magic of their realm in a different way. It seemed impossible that an army could have approached so silently, but now they stood there, waiting with swords and bows, staves and axes ready. 

The centaurs made more noise as they approached, galloping in from the direction of the standing stone. They were armored for battle, with barding across their flanks and shining coats of mail covering their torsos. Both forces looked strange, and beautiful, and deadly. 

"You can see the battle," Safek said, waving a hand in the direction of Destarra. "Go and help."

Chancellor Amos raised an eyebrow. "Why should we?"

That caught Safek by surprise. "Because it's the right thing to do," he replied with an edge to his voice, his eyes still on the impending battle.

Amos chuckled softly, a stark contrast to the tension radiating from Safek. "Right and wrong can be subjective, my young friend. What seems right to you may not be so for us."

"But they'll all die if we don't help," Safek argued.

"And why does their survival matter to us?" Amos asked quietly. His golden eyes regarded Safek with a kind of serene wisdom that made Safek feel like a child. "Why should any of this matter to us now if it does not even matter to you?"

"It does matter," Safek said. "I just worry whether I am adding to the violence of the world by going down there."

"Ah, so we should add to it, in your stead?" Amos countered. 

Safek was silenced, his brows furrowed in thought. He felt the weight of the Chancellor's words, their logic, their truth, yet something in his heart refused to yield.

"Perhaps you should think about why it matters to you, Safek," Amos suggested gently, the golden gaze softening with a hint of sympathy. "Why do you wish to fight for these people?"

"They... matter to me," Safek said. He thought of Polk, and of Thea. "Some of them matter a lot. And if we all sit back and watch from the sidelines, aren't we just as responsible for their deaths? Is it right to sit back and do nothing when we have the power to change things? What Tak is doing is wrong. We must stand against him. We must try to stop him."

Amos smiled at him, with a faint note of triumph there in his expression. "I know."

Safek realized that the chancellor had tricked him. Had made him remember all the reasons that he wanted to fight, that he needed to fight. 

Safek stood. "Destarra will not fall today," he declared, his voice ricocheting off the hillside, reaching the ears of the wild-kin below. His unsheathed sword glinted in the dull sunlight as he raised it high. 

He took a deep breath, feeling the cool air of the hillside fill his lungs. He looked down again at the two armies on either side of him. The wild-kin on the left, the centaurs on the right. Safek saw the sense of anticipation in their eyes, their readiness to march into battle at a moment's notice.

The thief, Thea, was probably still somewhere in Destarra. Polk was definitely in the heart of the battle by now. Safek would not let his friends down, not now. 

With a sigh, Safek turned back to Amos and gave the Chancellor a nod of acceptance. "Let's go. Let's finish this."




 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Dorian stood among the lines of his father's soldiers, wondering when the order to join the battle would finally come, and what he would do when it did.

"Are you nervous?" his father asked him. He looked resplendent in full armor, clearly aiming to make sure that he was seen there, that he would be able to claim the glory of the victory. 

Dorian risked a nod. "Yes, Father. Who wouldn't be before a battle?"

His father gave him a curious look. Perhaps he hadn't been expecting Dorian to answer so honestly. Perhaps he was used to his son blustering to hide his cowardice. 

"Your time in the Kingdom Beneath has changed you, Dorian," his father said. 

"Yes, Father," Dorian replied. "When will you give the order to charge?"

His father stood there, not moving. "When the time is right. We will let the Janden spend their strength against the city's forces. Then we will strike."

Dorian could understand, even admire, the simplicity of that plan. He just wished that it wasn't being aimed at the city he'd been brought up in. 

His father’s mercenaries were hardened men – grizzled and calloused from years on countless battlefields. They stood next to him now, their uniforms a mismatch of colors and sigils, signs of their varied allegiances. Their weapons were a similarly eclectic mix - from finely polished swords to rough-hewn axes, each told a story of countless battles fought, victories won, and defeats endured.

Beside them stood the rebel nobles with their own contingents, the crests of once-powerful houses proudly emblazoned on their shields and banners. They were dressed in finery that seemed out of place on a battlefield, with silk capes over their armor, and finely embroidered pennants fluttering in the breeze. 

The rebel nobles bore an air of haughty arrogance, their finery at odds with the blood-soaked ground they waited upon. Their armor was polished to mirror shine, their swords ornamented with jewels instead of notches. And yet, beneath all the pomp and circumstance, Dorian saw the fear veiled in their eyes. They knew that soon, they would be called upon to fight, and that they might die. It didn't matter that his father's scheme would probably see them more powerful than ever, only that soon, they would face both the Janden and the remnants of Destarra's forces. 

Dorian tried to work out how the battle was going, to judge the moment when his father would order the charge. Before, he'd thought that the Janden were winning the battle easily, pushing back the forces of the city, but now... now things didn't look so certain. 

He saw ordinary people pouring out of the city, their numbers swelling the ranks of the defenders. They weren't the finest fighters; none of them could swing a sword, as well as even the worst knight. Yet, they didn't need to be. They just needed to be there, working together, striking back at the Janden, giving the Destarran forces the numbers they needed to resist the pressure. 

Dorian saw a couple of other figures among them. One was a woman, dressed all in grey, who seemed to be anything but one of the common folk. She shot one of the Janden through the eye with a crossbow, threw herself into a roll, then slashed through the leg of another to bring him down. 

Others were not faring so well. 

He watched as a boy - no more than fourteen - charged at one of the Janden warriors. The boy's sword was unsteady in his hands, and his attack lacked the finesse of a trained soldier. The Janden warrior simply swatted him aside, sending him sprawling onto the ground. But instead of fleeing, the boy got up again, wiping the blood from his lip, and lunged at the warrior once more. His resolve was unbroken, his spirit unyielding.

Dorian felt a pang of respect for these untrained defenders - they were fighting tooth and nail for their city, their kin, their way of life. Their courage humbled him, and Dorian had never thought that he would have respect for any of the common people of Destarra. 

Of course, he'd learned many times now just how brave a commoner could be. Lance had saved his life, again and again, on the journey to save Princess Meredith. A common born knight doing that had riled Dorian. Now, though...

Now, he didn't know what to think.

He continued watching the battle, his eyes straining through the billows of dust and smoke. He hoped that he wouldn't see Lance and Meredith there. He desperately hoped they had gotten out of harm's way, hidden somewhere safe where the Janden's wild attacks and the city's last line of defense couldn't reach them. Thoughts of their safety nagged at him.

He'd done all he could, though. He'd given Meredith the knife because he'd known that the guards would be watching Lance. There were dangers with that, though. What if the guards saw what she was doing? Would she be able to get Lance free in time? Or would she be stuck taking on two guards at once, alone?

The thought of that made Dorian feel sick, but he knew that there was nothing more he could do to help now. He had to be here, had to wait for the moment when his father sounded the charge. Dorian wasn't sure what he would do then, but he hoped...

...he wasn't sure what he hoped. He wanted this to turn out for the best, but he wasn't sure what the best was anymore. 

Before all of this, it would have been simple: the advancement of his family was the only thing that mattered, and anything else was a distraction. The outcome that his father promised, with control of the kingdom and Meredith as his wife, should have been more than enough for him. 

Even now that he'd helped Lance and Meredith, a part of him felt as though he should stand with his family, play his part in the charge. It was just... he wasn't sure.

Even as Dorian thought, he heard a sound like a thousand horses galloping in step, coming from the west. He looked over, not sure what to expect. What he saw there made him stop and stare. 

For the first seconds, he thought that he was looking at riders atop horses. Then he realized what he was really seeing, looking over to his father and breathing the word with awe.

"Centaurs!"

Dorian had never seen one of the creatures before, had assumed that they were little more than a story from the old wars, something added to embellish the tales. Now, they swept into the battle in a charge aimed right at the heart of the Janden army. 

They struck it without slowing, some firing arrows, others cutting left and right with swords. The creatures slammed into the Janden, and the barbarians' formation started to break apart before them. 

Dorian saw his father looking on with shock, but even then, even faced with a foe that should not have been in the kingdom, he seemed to be calculating. 

"Give the orders!" his father called out to the men around him. "Sound the horns. It is time for us to strike!"

Around Dorian, horns began to blare, yet, even as they did so, other instruments began to sound. 

These were wilder and more musical, a strange melody flowing over the battlefield, one that spoke of places untouched by human hands. Dorian saw figures approaching now, a whole army of them. Some of them had antlers, others pointed ears or the fur of woodland creatures. All of them held weapons, but instead of marching their way forward in lockstep, they danced to the strange music that announced their presence. 

"What are they, Father?" Dorian asked. 

His father stared at the newcomers. "The wild-kin. But... they were banished, sent away after the last war! They should not be here!"

He sounded suddenly more uncertain than Dorian had ever heard him. 

"What do you want to do, Father?" he asked. "Do you want to sound the retreat?"

His father shook his head. "No! This is our moment, the day when we claim victory. Nothing will stop us. We win, or we die! Forward, and damn the wild-kin!" 

Around Dorian, the rest of his father's forces started to move, marching at first, then speeding up, building into a charge designed to smash into the battle and claim the victory for themselves.




 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Aldus knew in the first moments of his fight against Tak that he would have been killed almost instantly if Polk hadn't been there. 

The barbarian chief was strong and fast, but it was more than that. There was a skill and ruthlessness to him that Aldus wasn't sure that he could have matched even when he was in his prime. 

Now, as the graying hairs of age tugged at his strength, it was Polk who kept them both alive. The former watchman struck at any gap Tak left in his defenses, stopping him from mounting a true attack against Aldus for more than a second or two. 

Tak swung his curved blade at Aldus' head, forcing the king to parry hurriedly. Tak started a second swing, but Polk's long sword interposed itself, interrupting the attack. Aldus swung back with his great sword, the fury of battle dulling the pain of his injuries as he fought.

Aldus could see the focused calculation in Tak's eyes, his every movement anticipated and met with brute force or cunning evasion. His muscular form, bronzed from years under the savage sun of the Janden plains, seemed to ripple with a feral energy that echoed in his flaring nostrils and bared teeth.

"Janden scum!" Aldus growled, each word punctuated by another clash of his great sword against Tak's own. He spun on his heel, feinting to the left before striking out toward the barbarian's right flank. Tak parried easily, his own curved blade slicing through the air with a deadly hiss. Polk was there again, thrusting at Tak, forcing him to abort the attack before it could land. 

Aldus took the opportunity to swing at Tak again. Tak deflected it easily, his eyes glinting with savage delight. It was obvious that he would do whatever it took to see Aldus dead. But Aldus was a king, and he had more than his own life to consider. This was about more than him; it was about all his people who would suffer if the barbarians won.

Tak swung again, and Polk moved to intercept the blow. A sudden, sharp burst of pain in his chest jolted Aldus from his thoughts, and he looked down to see a shallow cut slicing across his armor. Evidently, he had underestimated the strength of Tak’s swing despite the interruption by Polk. The barbarian met his eyes, grinning savagely. It wasn’t a mortal wound, but it was enough to remind Aldus that Tak was not a foe to be taken lightly. 

“You fight like an old woman!” Tak roared. 

Around them, the battle continued to rage, with the soldiers and commoners of Destarra pitting themselves against the fury of the Janden. For a moment, the battle separated Aldus and Tak. He saw the barbarian chief cut down a man at arms, then kick Polk hard enough to send him sprawling. 

Aldus cursed, cutting down one of the Janden who got in the way and throwing himself forward, aiming a cut at Tak that distracted him just enough for Polk to regain his footing. 

"You can't beat me," Tak snarled. "My warriors will kill all of you."

Even as Tak said it, though, Aldus heard the sound of hooves approaching. He looked around and saw a sight he had never thought to see in Lytos again:

Aldus saw the charge of the centaurs, and it filled his heart with joy.

The snow-covered earth trembled beneath the thunderous trampling of hooves. The centaurs came in like a storm, bodies glistening with sweat, muscles rippling under their armor. Their chests heaved, each breath puffing out in clouds of power and purpose. Their eyes blazed with an indomitable spirit as they charged forward, long spears and swords held aloft.

Aldus' heart throbbed in his chest as he witnessed the sublime sight. The centaurs bore down on the battlefield with fury and vengeance. They roared, a chorus of war cries that filled the air with the promise of a decisive battle.

Aldus looked over at Polk in shock. "You did it. You found them and brought them!"

The former watchman nodded. "That is what I was seeking you out to tell you, my king!"

The centaurs started to cut through the lines of the Janden, hacking them down, fighting with more skill than the best of the barbarians' mounted warriors could hope to achieve. Even then, though, the Janden held their furious need to kill Aldus' forces driving them forward. 

A trio of Janden came at Aldus and Polk. The first swung a spiked mace at Aldus' head. Aldus evaded, but was forced to retreat when the second and third Janden warriors attacked him simultaneously, their blades singing in the chill air. The first lunged forward with a powerful blow that Aldus barely deflected with his sword. His strength waning, he found himself hard-pressed to evade the successive attacks from the Janden warriors.

Meanwhile, Tak looked on the charge of the centaurs in disbelief. His eyes widened as he beheld the onslaught ripping through his men. His scowl deepened, as if trying to work out how to salvage the situation. 

Aldus was busy facing his foes. 

His sword clanged against the mace thick with jagged spikes, deflecting the blow. The force of the impact reverberated through his arm, nearly causing him to lose his grip. He danced backward, dodging the second warrior's blade and parrying the third's attack by pure instinct. His breath was ragged in his chest as he maintained a defensive stance.

Suddenly, Polk lunged forward, intercepting one of the warriors. His sword struck hard into the side of the Janden warrior. The man grunted in surprise just as Polk's blade slid across his ribs, blood spattering onto the snow. Polk fought with a brutal, relentless determination. He was not as skilled or as well trained as Aldus, but he was younger and uninjured. 

He spun around, his blade ripping through the cold air and slamming into the second warrior's throat, bringing him down. Meanwhile, Aldus met the third Janden warrior. Their blades clashed, and Aldus rolled his wrists, sending the point darting around his foe's defenses to lance through his heart. 

The warrior fell, and Aldus looked around for Tak again. The Janden chief was cutting down one of the closest centaurs, blood spraying. For a moment, it looked as if Tak might hold the line simply through the violence he could inspire in his warriors. 

Then a second force of warriors, stranger and still deadlier than the centaurs, slammed into the Janden from the other side. The wild-kin danced their way through the battle, as if this were some strange ball under the open sky rather than a battlefield. They swung swords and leapt gracefully, spinning and stabbing and killing with all the strange grace of their kind. They descended upon the Janden in a wave of feral wrath. They were lithe and swift as they moved through the battle like spirits of the woodlands.

In the face of these new foes, the Janden broke, turning and running as if realizing that they were caught in the jaws of a trap. Aldus saw Tak looking around at his men with contempt, then staring at Aldus as if considering throwing himself forward in some last, suicidal charge. Then he turned and ran with the rest, heading back towards his own lines. 

Some of Aldus' forces started to follow, only to be met by a rain of arrows from the southern mercenaries. 

"Hold!" Aldus called out, his voice ringing out over the battlefield. Aldus held up his hand, halting his forces from pursuing the fleeing Janden. Though his first instinct was to press the attack, he knew such recklessness could cost him dearly. The true battle was yet to come. "Hold, all of us. We cannot fight across such a broad front. Hold, damn you!"

His forces stopped their attempts to follow the Janden. Aldus breathed a sigh of relief, but he didn't dare to believe that his people had won this fight, not yet. 

Already, the Janden's retreat was slowing. Worse, Aldus could see Lord Antonio's forces starting to move forward. It seemed that the rebellious lord had finally decided to commit his nobles and his mercenaries to the fight. 

Aldus' sense of elation gave way to renewed worry. While the mercenaries and the nobles had been hanging back, they'd only had to face the Janden. As terrifying as that barbarian army was, it had still meant facing only a portion of the enemies arrayed against them. 

Now, it seemed as though the arrival of the centaurs and the wild-kin had been enough to remind the Janden and Lord Antonio of their alliance. The two armies lined up together, their forces mingling, becoming something that looked nearly unstoppable. 

Aldus realized that if he just stood there, this combined force would sweep away his whole army, and Destarra would fall. He waved his sword, determined to grab the attention of his soldier. 

"Form back up! I want defensive lines in front of the gates. We need to force them to come to us on a narrow front. The centaurs on the flanks! Form up! This isn't done yet."

Not only wasn't the battle done, but Aldus suspected that the hardest part of it was only just beginning.




 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Whisper flew south, leading her siblings. She still felt the ache of grief at Shadow's loss, but she was happy to see some of the others behaving something like their old selves. Silver Pebble swooped down on something below, but came up with empty claws. Spiral turned slow circuits around Ripples, as if daring him to chase her through the sky.

Whisper was glad that they were distracted. She didn't want any of her siblings to know more pain, didn't want them to have to fear or grieve or hurt again. 

But it did mean that Whisper had to be the one to plan what they did next. 

Why are we flying so far? Snowstorm asked, his white scales dotted with snowflakes to match his name. 

I want to get further from the humans who took Shadow, Whisper sent back. 

But we burned them, and pounced on them, and-

I know what we did, Whisper replied, cutting him off. Why don't you see if there are any sheep down there we can swoop on?

The truth was that the more she thought about it, the less Whisper felt good about having burned so many humans. Oh, she still believed that they'd deserved it, the ones who had killed Shadow, the ones who had hurt her brother. But it didn't bring her the pleasure or the satisfaction that she'd thought it might to remember the moment when the magus had burned, or when the hunters had died beneath her siblings' claws. 

Whisper wasn't just bringing her siblings south to keep them away from any of the hunters they'd missed; she wanted to take them further from the memories of what had happened, and what they'd done.

She was also taking them further south to try to find food. The landscape beneath Whisper was strangely bare, as if the life had been sapped from it. 

The dreaming part of Whisper told her that had something to do with the shadows across the sky, the ones that covered everything, as far as her eyes could see, like the blanket of snow below.

We're hungry, Whisper. That came from half her siblings at once. Whisper sighed. Her siblings weren't new hatchlings anymore, but they still depended on her. She hoped that she could prove worthy of that trust. 

Slowly, it occurred to Whisper that not all of the sky was covered in shadows. There was a patch of it ahead that was free of them, with another open patch beyond it, and another, forming a kind of line of open sky heading south. 

Whisper followed the line of open sky, her siblings trailing behind her. They flew over forests and open fields, although these ones seemed depressingly empty of sheep to swoop on. Snow was everywhere, broken up occasionally by dead trees and stone buildings that Whisper's memories told her were human places. 

She and the others avoided those. She didn't want to spend any more time around humans. Humans were dangerous, in spite of their lack of flames and claws. 

Whisper flew on. The open sky beckoned them onward. The sun beat down, warming Whisper's scales when the shadows weren't above to stop it. Whisper flew on, leading her siblings along the ribbon of open sky. Below, the landscape was coated in an unbroken blanket of snow that glittered under the bright sunlight. Occasionally, a gust of wind would pick up loose flakes and swirl them into the air like tiny dancing fairies.

As they flew further south, the snow began to thin, and patches of brown earth peeked through like freckles on a pale face. The skeletal fingers of barren trees grasped at the sky, their bark peeling and their few remaining leaves long fallen.

Occasionally a flash of color would catch Whisper's eye - a cardinal taking flight from a snowy branch, its red feathers vivid against the white landscape. Deer tracks made her hopeful that there might be food down there somewhere, but there seemed to be no signs of the deer themselves. 

Whisper was intrigued by the mystery of the open sky. It was as if something were trying to lead the way for them southwards, drawing her and the other dragons on. 

Whisper kept following it until she saw, in the distance, a human place bigger than any of the other human places she'd seen before. 

A city, she realized and shared with the others. It's called a city. 

Cities, her memories supplied, was where lots of humans collected together at once. Her memory also said that such places burned quite well as well, but Whisper pushed that thought aside. 

Humans, Ripples sent to her. Lots of them.

Whisper could see that as well as him. There were indeed lots of humans out in front of the city, charging at one another, shouting and hitting one another with things. It took her a moment to realize that this was what it looked like when humans fought. That when they couldn't breathe fire or swoop on one another, they probably had to resort to hitting one another with things. 

A part of Whisper was suddenly curious, wanting to know what was happening and what it was all about. That part suspected that this was the reason the patches of open sky had led her here, as if it were her and her siblings' purpose to help with this. 

Perhaps, before Shadow had died, Whisper might have done exactly that. As it was, she wheeled away from the battlefield, leading her siblings with her. She picked a spot not far away from it, hidden by some trees and rocks. She would have kept flying, but she could feel the tiredness coming from her siblings, and the hunger. 

She landed, leading them out of sight. All she could hope was that they would be safe here for now, and maybe, just maybe, they would find some food.




 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Lance led Meredith through the Janden encampment, heading for the trees behind it. Heading away from the battlefield. 

It was impossible not to stare at that battlefield in awe as Lance saw the armies of Destarra and the Janden clashing. He saw the moment when a column of centaurs rode in, charging into the flank of the Janden forces. 

He saw the arrival of the wild-kin, so slender and elegant, dancing their way through the violence, striking out with speed and grace that seemed impossible to match. He watched as the wild kin annihilated a section of Janden soldiers with a savage mix of ferocity and grace. 

The Janden fell back in the face of that violence, and for a moment, Lance felt elation. He thought that they might be able to destroy the Janden barbarians completely, leaving Destarra safe. 

Then a second, more horrifying, thought occurred to him. If the Janden were retreating, then there was a chance that they would be coming back this way. 

"We need to get out of the encampment," Lance said to Meredith. He could see her looking back towards the battle, obviously still hoping that her powers over plants could help. 

Meredith shook her head, her gaze still trained on the battle. "I have to help them."

Lance's brow furrowed in worry, his hand gripping tighter on her arm. "Meredith, we can't. We have no soldiers, no power against such a force. And if they keep retreating, they will run right through here."

He could see his words starting to sink in with Meredith. 

"We don't stand a chance in that battlefield, Meredith," Lance reasoned, a sense of urgency rising in his voice. "We need to get you to safety. Your father's allies will be enough. He wouldn't want to see you killed."

Meredith nodded reluctantly, casting one last anxious glance behind her before they continued their retreat. Lance guided her through the encampment, towards the sheltering forest ahead. He used his powers to wrap shadows around them as they went, hoping that he would keep the two of them from being seen. 

It felt like an eternity, every step filled with dread and anticipation. The discord of battle painted a grim chorus in the background as they hurriedly wove between makeshift tents and panicked people, their scurrying silhouettes ghosted by the haunting glow of nearby fires.

The forest loomed before them, an edifice of darkness against the backdrop of destruction behind. Lance could feel Meredith's grip tightening on his arm, her fingers cold with fear. They were steps away from reaching the treeline; their sanctuary from a battleground teeming with adversaries too formidable for them to face.

Lance risked another glance back. He could see the Janden retreat slowing, the barbarians forming up with the mercenaries of the city-states and the renegade nobles of Lytos. He saw the defenders of Destarra starting to form up as well, ready for the next round of the battle. 

He still couldn't lead Meredith back into that. He led the way into the forest instead, the blight afflicted trees standing there with dead branches laden with snow. 

As they neared the forest, Lance let the shadows fall from around him and Meredith. 

"We'll go a little deeper into the forest," Lance said. "We'll find a place where you can hide."

"Where I can hide?" Meredith countered. 

Lance was torn, in that moment. He was a knight of Lytos, sworn to serve the king. His first instinct was tht he shoudl be out on the battlefield, helping to ensure that the forces of Destarra emerged victorious. But he couldn't do that with Meredith beside him. He couldn't risk the princess's life out there. 

He had a duty to protect her, as well as the kingdom, and not just because the thought of anything happening to her made his heart ache. 

"Where we can hide, then," Lance corrected himself, even though it felt as though he was betraying his kingdom by doing it. The two of them would simply have to hope that the combined forces fighting against the Janden would be enough. 

Lance took her hand and led her deeper into the eerily silent forest. His powers sending tendrils of shadows ahead of them to sense any danger lurking within. The crunching snow beneath their feet was muffled by his magic, leaving only the mournful whistle of the wind through the skeletal trees as a companion.

He heard the presence of others before he saw them, in the faint crunch of a booted foot on the snow, the whisper of a breath in the breeze. 

Suddenly, the spectral shadow tendrils curled back towards him in alarm. Quickly, Lance drew his sword, his hand steady despite the adrenaline coursing through his veins. Meredith was alert, too, her emerald eyes wide with fear and determination. The forest was eerily silent, the wind seemed to have held its breath in anticipation of a looming confrontation.

Hidden amongst the shadowy labyrinth of tree trunks and gnarled roots, they waited. And then they saw them - Janden scouts, their barbarian physique casting long shadows as they stalked through the trees. There were almost a dozen of them. Were they deserters or there to protect the encampment from attack?

It didn't matter. All that mattered was that one of them looked Lance's way faster than Lance could wrap shadows around himself to hide himself and Meredith.

"Looks like we've got some stragglers," the biggest of the scouts said, lifting his bow. "Let's show them what's going to happen to all their people."

The Janden scout's eyes widened in surprise, just as Lance threw his hand out and a shadowy wisp surged forward, blinding the barbarian as he moved to attack. An arrow went wide of Lance.

"Run!" Lance shouted at Meredith, pushing her behind him. 

The two of them set off running. Lance saw arrows fly by the two of them and threw a confusing wall of shadows behind him to make it harder for them to hit himself and Meredith. 

He heard a deafening battle cry rise from the throats of the scouts, amplified by the echoing silence of the forest. The adrenaline raced through his veins. He knew they were being chased, but all he could focus on was protecting Meredith.

One of the barbarians was close behind. Lance turned at bay, hacking with his sword, cutting the man down in a smooth movement. He charged the approaching Janden, hoping to catch them off guard. 

Lance summoned shadows which swirled around him - a violent tempest rising from his core, rattling the frozen leaves overhead. He threw spikes of that darkness at two of the other men pursuing, and they went down with cries of pain. 

Lance felt Meredith reaching out with her own gifts, and the trees themselves seemed to stretch and twist to join the fight. A branch clubbed at one of the approaching Janden, knocking him from his feet. Thorny vines rose up to tangle another. 

Still, the remaining men came on. Relentlessly, they stormed forward, teeth bared in feral snarls. One swung an axe at Lance's head. The runes on Lance's blade glowed as he cut the haft in half, then thrust his blade through the wielder's chest. Another tangle of vines trapped the spear of a man coming in from the side, giving Lance the time to cut him down. Lance ducked, then narrowly avoiding the slash of a sword and hacking his own blade through the back of a man's legs. 

That left four of the Janden. They moved to surround Lance and Meredith, ready to charge in, still with the advantage of numbers. 

"When I say, throw yourself flat," Lance whispered to Meredith. He gathered his shadows, waiting for the moment when the men would charge. "Now!"

Lance covered the space around them with shadows, so that it was as dark as full night. But the shadows were his realm, and he could see through them. The Janden charged forward, and Lance moved aside. He threw one into the man opposite, so that he was impaled upon the warrior's spear. He cut down a second with a sweeping blow of his sword. 

The last two Janden barbarians, caught in the confusion and disorientation of the shadowy veil, faltered. Panting heavily, their breath formed frosty clouds in the darkness. While one stepped back, visibly shaken, the other roared menacingly, trying to sound intimidating despite his evident fear. He raised his weapon to strike at Lance, and plants rose up to entangle him, pinning him in place. 

The remaining Janden ran, leaving Lance and Meredith alone with the dead. Lance dispelled the shadows from around them, helping Meredith back up to her feet. 

"We should get going," he said. "This spot isn't safe."




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Nicholas had been a porter down on the docks of Destarra before the Janden arrived. Now, as a combined force of Janden and southern mercenaries approached, he was starting to wish that he'd stayed there, safe inside the city. 

It was definitely better than being out on a battlefield while a horde of Janden barbarians and their mercenary allies charged. 

"Hold the line!" the king called out, and Nicholas stood there, trying to be brave with a meat cleaver in one hand and a bill hook in the other. 

They had allies now, but those allies were even stranger than the Janden. They weren't even human. Centaurs pawed the ground on one side, while the weird wild-kin, touched by nature in odd ways, stood to the other. Nicholas hoped that they would be enough to let him survive the battle, because the Janden were getting closer now. 

"Charge!" the king ordered as the Janden approached 

Nicholas wasn't ready for that. He'd been expecting to stand there, letting the wave of Janden warriors wash over the defenders' ranks. Instead, everyone around Nicholas was moving forward now, faster and faster, so that he was carried along by the momentum of it. Letting out a roar that he hoped was terrifying to the enemy, Nicholas threw himself forward into the battle. 

 

***

 

The day was not going how Lord Grant had been expecting it would. Frankly, nothing had, since the day that Lord Antonio sent messages to him, telling him that he should flock to Antonio's banner rather than the king's. 

He'd heeded that message. Antonio was an old friend, after all, and he'd promised that Grant would be well rewarded, but what had it meant in the end? Weeks laying siege to Destarra, fighting alongside the barbarous Janden. Grant had briefly seen the cunning in Antonio's plan when he'd bid them wait, letting the Janden and the forces of the city fight, ready to mop up the victor. Now, though, he was charging alongside the Janden, alongside the city states mercenaries. 

The once-proud lord was reduced to a mere pawn in Antonio's game. His men were restless, his supplies dwindling, and the king's forces were now bearing down on them.

The thunderous sound of hooves caught his attention as he studied the battlefield. A line of centaurs was charging towards his flank, their muscular bodies rippling with power and speed, their faces etched with fierce determination. Lord Grent's heart hammered in his chest, his blood pumped with adrenaline. The enemy was closing in, but there was no time for fear. He couched his lance, urging his war horse forward. 

Grant felt the moment when the lance struck home, burying itself deep in the centaur's flank. 

The creature cried out in agony, a chilling sound that echoed across the fields. It bucked wildly, sending Grent's lance flying from his grip. But he held on to his steed with a grim determination. His sword was drawn swiftly. He swung down hard and fast. The blade embedded itself deep into the creature's muscular neck. The centaur stumbled, legs now weak, trying desperately to stay upright but instead collapsing onto its knees. Its eyes met Grent's, wide and fearful as if pleading for mercy - a mercy Lord Grent was not willing to bestow. He hacked down again, looking on with satisfaction.

Pain bloomed suddenly in Grent's chest. He looked down, and for a moment, he couldn't understand why there were feathers sticking out of his coat of mail. Then he realized that he had been shot with an arrow. Him, a lord of Lytos! The shock was so great that he tumbled from his horse. Or maybe that had something to do with the part where he could no longer feel his legs...

 

***

 

The wild-kin Verith was not old enough to remember the last war. She had been just a stripling then, too young to experience combat. She had felt robbed by that, as if time itself had stolen a chance from her. Now, as she wove her way through the battle, swinging a twin bladed staff, she was starting to wonder if she wouldn't have been better missing this war, too. 

She danced through the fight on faun's hooves, trying to keep in time with the battle songs of her people. She dodged the stroke of a sword, turned aside the thrust of a spear. 

A Janden warrior stood before her. The barbarian was huge, a mountain of a man with bulging muscles and an iron-plated warhammer in his hands. His eyes were cold, almost impassive as he looked at her, his mouth set in a thin line. A long scar stretched from one side of his face to the other, distorting his cruel features further.

Verith did not falter. Her heart beat fast, but it was not fear that fuelled her - it was determination. A battle song echoed in her head, sung by the elders back home. 

She leapt at him, swinging her weapon in furious arcs. The barbarian met her with a blow from the hammer that felt as though it broke a couple of ribs, but Verith did not stop. She was already weaving past him, a blade slashing out at throat height to bring him down. 

Wincing with the pain, Verith kept on, into the battle.

 

***

 

"Loose!" Valtor ordered the first rank of his crossbowmen. The mercenary captain heard the sound of a hundred or more crossbows firing at once, sending bolts sailing over into the defenders of the city. If they hit one or two of the Janden as well, he was sure his employer wouldn't complain about that. 

"First line back to reload. Second line forward! Ready? Loose!"

Valtor was a man who liked things to be done properly in battle. Outside it, he didn't care. Things like uniforms and logistics bored him. It was why he headed a mercenary company, rather than fighting in his city's army. But in the field, he wanted his men to work like the parts of some well-oiled machine. Out here, it was the difference between life and death. 

His men complied, a testament to the years spent drilling and hardening them into disciplined soldiers. The second volley of arrows flew through the air, their deadly rain whistling through the chaotic cacophony of battle. He could see the defender's ranks waver as the bolts hit home, their formation faltering.

"Third rank forward! Ready? Loose!" Valtor roared, his voice rising over the din of battle. The routine was repeated once again.

From where he stood, Valtor could see the battlefield stretching out before him like a living canvas painted in shades of blood and steel. 

Even like that, though, it was hard to tell which way the battle would unfold. It had reached the stage when all was chaos, when one man turning and running might set off a cascade for either side. When a brave charge might win the day, or lose it completely. 

It was at times like this that a man found either religion or drink. Since he couldn't think of any gods that would want a man like him, and all the good wine was back in the tents, Valtor settled for signalling the next line of crossbowmen forward. 

"Ready? Loose!"

 

***

 

Thrun of the wolf clan held a sword in each hand now. One was his own curved blade, while the other was a straight-edged weapon taken from some fallen foe. 

His furs were covered in blood, and he wasn't sure if any of it was his own. He waded through the chaos of the battlefield, seeking the next fight, the next foe to kill. 

He had come to this land because of Tak's talk of destiny, because of the chance to make a name for himself, because of the chance to sieze riches, and land, and women. 

Thrun ran forward, determined to be the one to make a difference in this battle. The defenders lay ahead. If he could break their lines, they would run. Then, it would be easy to kill as many of them as he wished. 

A man stepped into his path, clearly not a warrior. Clearly just some ordinary man, holding a cleaver and a sharpened hook. Thrun roared and swung his blades at this man. 

Improbably, the man deflected them, probably as much through luck as any skill. The two men crashed into one another. This man clearly had none of the training of a warrior, but he was strong, at least as strong as Thrun. The two of them stood there like statues, the two of them locked in conflict against one another. 

That was when a woman appeared, almost out of nowhere, holding a couple of daggers. She seemed to look at Thrun for a moment or two as if deciding what to do next, then stabbed him almost thoughtlessly in the back of his leg. Thrun fell, the big man standing over him, his cleaver raised for the final blow.

 

***

 

Thea was not enjoying being in the middle of a battle. It took a special kind of idiot to throw themselves into the midst of a group of humans, all trying to kill one another, and since she had to duck to avoid a sword blow even as she thought it, she suspected that she had to be exactly that kind of idiot. 

She raised her hand crossbow, shooting one of the Janden through the chest, then tossed down a smoke bomb, using the chaos to slip away from the spot where she'd been standing before two mercenaries could lunge at her. She rolled between them, slashing at both of their hamstrings with her dagger. She reloaded her crossbow, fired again, and moved on. 

"Keep moving, you idiots!" she yelled at a group of cargomen who were attacking the Janden with whatever weapons they'd been able to find. Why did people in the middle of a battle insist on pushing and shoving at one another rather than hitting and running the way any sensible person should?

Thea admired the way the wild-kin fought a little more. They moved as if this were all some strange, courtly dance, as if someone were choreographing every swing of a needle-thin blade, every twist of a staff or a spear. 

But there was no time to stop and admire their skill anymore. Another sword came Thea's way, and once more, she had to twist aside to keep from dying. Polk was in this mess somewhere, probably Safek too. Thea was determined to find them.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Dorian made sure that he was nowhere near his father as the rebel lords of Lytos slammed into the lines of the defenders. He drifted wider instead, not swinging his sword at anyone, using his shield to deflect any blows that came his way without striking back. 

He wasn't wearing colors that would mark him as one of the rebel army, or as one of the city's defenders, for that matter. He was just another knight who might have been from either side. 

He didn't attack anyone. Instead, he became the eye of the storm, an oasis of calm in the raging tempest of battle. Soldiers charged past him, their faces twisted in war cries and agonized screams. Steel clashed against steel, arrows whistled through the air, while here stood Dorian, his breath measured and his heart steady.

For once, it wasn't cowardice or arrogance. Both of those things would have demanded that Dorian attack, that he do what his father wanted and struck down the defenders. As it was, he just knocked aside a man who came at him, kicking him aside, back into the battle. 

Blood pooled around his boots within the churned mud, spattered across his mail and shield. Yet no crimson stained his blade. His dark eyes were hard, haunted mirrors reflecting the grotesque ballet of death performed by men and creatures hellbent on each other's destruction.

His mind spun with thoughts, convoluted and profound. Dorian felt oddly detached from it all. His heart echoed with the hollow sound of a fist knocking on an empty vault, revealing nothing save for a dense chasm of solitude within him. He felt alone amidst the melee, untouched yet so consumed by it.

All his life, he'd been nothing but Lord Antonio's son. He hadn't needed to be anything else. All his life, his father had given him everything and had told him what he needed to do. His father had pushed him to become a knight of the king's guard, the tests easy when the knights always held back for the sons of other nobles. He'd told him that one day he would marry Meredith. He'd been the one to push Dorian forward at the start of all this, making him join the efforts to bring her back. 

He'd even told Dorian that he'd arranged with King Zander of the Kingdom Beneath to keep Dorian safe down there. To hold him there while the other knights died, then release him to play the part of a hero. That made Dorian angry, the way his father had sided with a monster like that. If Lance hadn't saved him, then Dorian would still be down there. 

And Justin was dead. His friend, his fellow knight, killed because of this mad plan. Dorian deflected another blow using his shield, shoved another foe away from him, still not able to bring himself to fight. 

He could see the battle before him. Could see the magnificence of the centaurs as they rode and charged, facing off in the snow against the deadly mounted archers of the Janden and the knights of the rebel nobles. He could see the wild-kin fighting with unearthly beauty, their features touched by natural magic, so that they had horns or claws or cats eyes. 

But more than that, he saw the commonfolk of Destarra fighting, saw them falling, saw them dying. He saw mothers and fathers with pitchforks and kitchen knives, their faces drawn in fierce determination and primal fear. Boys who should have been home helping their parents in the fields, girls who should have been learning to sew or cook, now charging into battle alongside adults.

And for what? Power? Glory? Honor? These were not words that would mean much to them once they lay on the battlefield, their lifeblood seeping out and staining the snow beneath them.

Dorian's gaze shifted towards a young woman. She might've been beautiful once, perhaps a miller's daughter or a baker's apprentice. But now, her face was a mask of grim determination, the sweat and grime and blood smudging the once-clear complexion. Her hair was matted with dirt, clinging onto her forehead like a crown of desperation. In her hand, she clutched a kitchen cleaver, its usual shine replaced by a cruel visage of crimson.

She wore no armor but a patchwork quilt wrapped around her frail form for protection—barely enough to stop an arrow, much less the slash of a sword. Yet, she charged on, her eyes never leaving the adversary before her.

He saw the moment when she was cut down, too, hacked to death by one of the Janden. The barbarian was quickly carried away by the tide of battle, but the young woman still lay there, covered in blood. 

Once, Dorian wouldn't have cared. Oh, he might have noted the young woman's prettiness, but pretty commoners were easy enough to find. Once, he wouldn't have cared about any of the common folk fighting for their city. He was a noble, after all, born to be better than they were, born to be more. 

Born to be whatever his father decided he should be, no matter how many people it hurt. But now, something shifted within him. The hollow cold of the empty vault within him began to seep out, replaced by a searing, white-hot rage that threatened to consume him. He spotted one of the wild-kin under attack, his heart instantly lurching in his chest.

The wild kin was a woman, slender and willowy. Her hair was a fiery riot of red curls, and her eyes were as green as the emerald forests of Destarra. She bore horns like an antelope's on her head, sleek and spiraling upwards towards the sky. 

One of the city states mercenaries was attacking her. He knocked aside her sword, kicking her onto her back. He stood over her, raising his weapon for the killing blow. 

Without thinking about it, Dorian charged forward. His shield blocked the blow, knocking it aside. His sword swung back, almost without Dorian thinking about it. The mercenary barely parried the blow in time. 

Dorian didn't wait for the mercenary to regain his footing, instead attacking with a ferocity the man clearly hadn't expected. His sword struck against the mercenary's own weapon, forcing it back with a ringing sound that echoed around their immediate battle space.

The mercenary, though taken aback, quickly retaliated, stabbing at Dorian again and again. Dorian had fought far more dangerous foes than this in the Kingdom Beneath, though. He'd fought goblin-kin and weavers, whisperlings and trolls. 

The mercenary sneered, his face marked with contempt. He spoke in a rasping voice, "Who are you, boy? Some fool knight loyal to the city?"

Dorian didn't answer, just attacked. He used his shield to knock aside the mercenary's sword, then thrust his own through the man's chest. He heard the mercenary gasp as he died, falling back into the blood-soaked snow. 

The wild-kin was struggling back to her feet. "I give you thanks. Who are you? Are you on our side?"

Who was he? Until just a few seconds ago, that had been the most complex question that anyone could have asked Dorian. Now, though, he knew the answer. He'd picked a side. 

"My name is Dorian," he replied. "And I am a knight of the king's guard."




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Meredith wasn't happy about leaving the battle behind. She knew that Lance wanted to keep her safe, but why should she be safe when so many others were anything but that?

Still, she followed Lance deeper into the woodland. It saddened Meredith to see so many dead and dying trees, to see the kingdom so robbed of life. But in this moment, their task was not to mourn but to survive.

Lance moved swiftly ahead, the crunching sound of their footfalls on the snow the only sound. 

As they walked deeper into the forest, their breath misted in the biting cold, and their bodies grew numb. The wind whispered through the skeletal trees, an eerie hymn from another time that sent shivers down their spines. Snow fell gently around them as they finally reached the open space of a clearing. 

The clearing was starkly beautiful. A cloak of untouched snow draped over the landscape, reflecting the weak sunlight under the shadowed sky in a myriad of sparkling diamonds. The trees that lined the clearing stood tall and solemn, their bare branches reaching out to the sky like skeletal hands pleading for warmth. In the center of the clearing was a frozen pond, its surface smooth as glass and as reflective as a mirror.

Lance pointed towards a tree at the edge of the clearing, its gnarled roots forming a natural seat. "You should sit," he said gently. His breath formed small clouds in the frigid air as he spoke. "We should be safe enough here, for now."

Meredith sat, thinking about the battle that they'd left behind, the people who would be killing and dying while she wasn't there. She thought about the cold, too. 

"Lance, can you help with the cold?" Meredith asked. "It's being caused by Zander's shadows, isn't it?"

Lance nodded, looking up towards the sky and spreading his hands. The shadows above started to tear apart like wisps of smoke. They flowed away, leaving a bright blue sky above and letting the sun through. Almost immediately, Meredith could feel its warmth. 

Lance looked briefly tired, sitting on the log with Meredith. 

“Rest,” she said gently, touching his hand. “I’ll take care of this.”

Seeing her determination, Lance bobbed his head and eased himself onto the ground next to her. Meredith watched him even as she reached out with her magic to feel for the trees around them.

She could feel the life in them, feel the dormant power of the plants there. Meredith called to it, coaxing it, and slowly, green leaves started to grow on the branches. Grass started to grow through the snow. Meredith couldn't rejuvenate the whole forest, but she could do this much, at least. 

"We should be careful not to do too much," Lance said. "It will attract attention."

Meredith knew he was right, but even so, they needed the warmth of the sun above, and it felt far better to have living trees around them, rather than the skeletal remains of them. 

Meredith and Lance sat there for a while, resting after their escape. Meredith wondered if the poison was gone from her system yet, if it would be safe to kiss him, to do more than kiss him...

The sound of something moving on the edge of the clearing interrupted Meredith's thoughts. 

They both froze, their breath catching in the sudden silence of the forest. The sound was distinct yet elusive, like a whisper carried on the wind. Lance was on his feet almost instantly, warrior instincts propelling him into a defensive stance, his hands going to his blade.

Meredith, too, was up in an instant, her eyes roving around the gnarled trees surrounding the clearing. Her fingers tingled with a mix of fear and adrenaline as her magic hummed within her, ready at her beck and call.

The sound came again - louder this time - and they both turned towards it simultaneously.

Meredith saw movement there among the trees, and something came out of one of them, swooping down at her and Lance with extended claws. Meredith knocked Lance flat just in time, and the thing went over the top of them, landing on the frozen surface of the pond and skidding to a halt in the snow beyond. 

Meredith turned to stare at it. The creature was white scaled and lizard, like, with two leathery wings protruding from its back. Meredith could only think of one word for what the creature was: 

A dragon. 

Only, it wasn't a big dragon. It was probably no bigger than a large dog, its teeth bared and its yellow eyes staring at Meredith while its head weaved back and forth. 

Lance stepped between Meredith and the dragon then, his sword in his hands, obviously ready to defend her. 

There were more dragons there then, in all the colors of the rainbow. Some of them perched in the trees like birds, others appeared from between the trees and crouched there, looking like cats ready to pounce. 

The largest of them was bronze scaled, moving between Lance and the white scaled one and hissing. A burst of flames came from the small dragon's mouth, missing Lance by inches. Lance looked ready to charge forward. 

Meredith caught his arm. "Wait! I think... I think they're just scared. Scared and... hungry and... some of them want to play, I think."

How did she know that, though? It was as if she could feel them through the connection she had to living things. Through the same connection that let her control plants. 

"None of those are reassuring things, Meredith," Lance said, still holding his sword. 

Meredith stepped past him, reaching out with her gift. 

"Can you... can you understand me?"

Something seemed to touch her mind. 

We can hear you, human thing. I will not let you hurt them! I'll burn you if you try to hurt them!

Meredith staggered at the feeling of the words. It was as if she were touching, not just one mind, but some deeper well of consciousness. It was as if she fit into that perfectly. As if everything about her were designed to connect with these creatures.

"I don't want to hurt you," Meredith said. "You're hungry, aren't you?"

Hungry! Feed us, Whisper!

That seemed to come from some of the other dragons. 

"Whisper? Is that your name?" she asked the bronze dragon. 

The dragon hesitated for a moment. Yes. 

Meredith reached out with her powers, making a tree grow. It sprouted quickly, growing in seconds, rising up from the ground. It fruited with strange yellow and green fruits. Meredith hadn’t seen them before, but somehow, she knew that they were right for the dragons. Meredith went to them first, running her hands over them, then tasting them. She wanted to make sure that they weren't poison. 

They weren't. There seemed to be no trace of the poison in her system anymore, nothing that would hurt anyone. Meredith tossed the fruits in the direction of the dragons. One by one, they sniffed them, cautiously, as if expecting a trick. The bronze one bit down on one at last. 

It's good. Almost as good as sheep.

Can't swoop on fruit, one of the others complained. 

Meredith hesitated before she said the next part. "I know where there are things you can swoop on."

"Meredith, no," Lance said. "We agreed before, the battle is too dangerous."

"That was before the dragons," Meredith replied. "Lance, I want to be able to make a difference here."

"So you think you're going to force a group of tiny dragons to-"

"Not force," Meredith insisted. "Ask."

She turned to the dragons. 

"There is a battle over that way." She waved a hand. 

Human things killing each other, Whisper replied. The dragon paused, as if listening to something only she could hear. And centaurs, and wild-kin. The old people. We remember them.

"You remember them?" Meredith said. "But you... how old are you?"

Whisper looked puzzled, as much as a dragon could look puzzled. 

We are... little, I think. We remember bigger dragons. We remember the things all dragons remember. There were wars. There was soaring and burning. 

"Whisper," Meredith said. "An army is attacking my home. I can't stand here and do nothing. I have to try to find a way to stop it. I know we've just met. I know I don't have the right to ask you anything, but... will you come with me? Will you help me?"

"Meredith-" Lance began, but Meredith cut him off. 

"I am a princess of Lytos, Lance. That doesn't mean much if I stand back and let my people die."

Whisper looked thoughtful. Our brother died. Humans killed him. I am... like you, I think. I try to protect them. Sometimes, it's hard. 

"It is," Meredith agreed. 

She had the sense, then, of the dragons communing. They huddled together, and their thoughts flew. Meredith suspected that she could have listened, but that felt... wrong, somehow. 

Finally, Whisper turned back to her. We remember so much. We remember the purpose of dragons. What it was like. You both... the boy can clear the sky, and you can make things whole again. Fill the world with green things. We would like to see that. Yes, we will help you.

The dragons took to the air as one, flying around, circling the clearing. 

"What are they doing?" Lance asked. "What's happening, Meredith?"

"They have decided to help us," Meredith explained. "And I am going to help Destarra."




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Polk was tired. It felt as though he had been fighting forever now. The battle had gone from a raging inferno of death to something slower, more grinding, the day slowly wearing away beneath the weight of it. 

It was starting to get dark, not that it had ever truly been light under the shadowed sky. Warriors on both sides were lighting torches now, the flames reflecting from armor with a dull red glow. 

Polk fought mechanically now, lifting his sword, chopping down, lifting it again. He pushed a man back and thrust with his blade, forcing the man to dodge back. 

There was no time to stop and rest, because the charge had carried him well forward of the Destarran lines, along with the king and those close to him. They were pushing and shoving now, trying to gain ground in what had become a deadly stalemate. Tak had been carried away by the battle, but that didn’t seem to matter, not then.

There were no tactics now, no clever tricks. Even the strange battle dance of the wild-kin had slowed a little, becoming some sedate, courtly dance with blades rather than a whirling frenzy of them. 

Polk, gasping slightly, glanced around the battlefield. The grim, set faces of his companions mirrored his own unyielding determination. His gaze fell on the king, who, despite the strain of battle, still held himself with regal poise, his silver armor glinting in the harsh light of the slowly setting sun.

A barbarian ran at Polk, and Polk pushed him aside. His sword blow was sloppy this time, barely scraping the man's armor. For a moment, Polk thought that he was going to die, but the sheer pressure of the battle carried the man away, forcing him to miss his swing by inches. It was a reminder to Polk that survival in a battle like this owed as much to luck as to any skill with the blade. 

Polk looked around for the king once more and saw him stumble, falling to one knee in the midst of the battle. Polk forgot his own tiredness then, running to the king, cutting down a mercenary who got in the way. Polk reached King Aldus, helping him to his feet. 

"My king, are you wounded?"

"It is only my existing injuries," Aldus said. "We must continue the fight."

"Let us continue the fight," Polk insisted. "You need to get back to the lines. The people cannot see you fall."

That was the danger when the battle was so locked, so balanced. It wouldn't take much to change the course of the whole battle now. If the defenders saw the king die, Polk had no doubt that some of them would run, and then the Janden would crush them all. 

"Very well," King Aldus said, the regret obvious on his face. It was clear that he didn’t want to fall back, but knew that he had no choice. He was leaning on his sword again now, using it as a crutch once more. He and Polk started to make their way back through the battle, started to head back towards the Destarran lines while the light grew even dimmer, night approaching under the shadows above. 

In spite of the failing light, Polk saw the figure approaching him and the king, a foe they'd already fought, a foe Polk had hoped that they wouldn't have to face again. 

"Did you think you could escape me?" Tak roared as he charged forward. He had his curved sword in one hand, a flaming torch in the other. He did not look weary the way Aldus did. Blood covered him, but Polk guessed that none of it was his. Polk knew that the king was too exhausted now to survive the onslaught, he knew that he couldn't let Tak kill King Aldus. 

So he did the only thing he could. He leapt to meet the Janden chief, his own sword flashing.

The world seemed to narrow down to a pinpoint, everything else fading away. There was only him, the chief, and the sound of their swords ringing from the collision.

Tak was the mountain he had to scale, the storm he had to weather. The Janden chief's eyes sparkled predatorily in the flickering light of his torch, a promise of death that Polk hoped would not come true. Polk lunged towards Tak, his muscles screaming in protest. His armor felt heavy against his weary limbs as he intercepted the Janden chief's charge. The clang of their blades echoed through the twilight. 

Tak sneered as he aimed a cut at Polk's head. "You barely survived me before with your king's aid. You'll die now, and everyone in your city after."

Even as he said it, he swung again, the blow skittering from Polk's armor. Polk struck back, lashing out with the sword he held, determined to put the Janden chief on the back foot. 

Tak retaliated by swinging his flaming torch at Polk, forcing the former watchman to give ground to avoid it. The curved sword was there then, scraping from Polk's vambrace, narrowly avoiding his flesh.

It was a whirlwind of violence, and one that Polk had trouble keeping up with. Every time he swung his sword at Tak, the Janden chief parried with an effortless grace that belied his brutish appearance. Sweat mixed with dirt and blood trickled down Polk’s face, stinging his eyes and blurring his vision. His hands were slick against the hilt of his sword, the metallic taste of fear threatening to consume him.

Through sheer grit and determination, Polk managed to ward off each attack. He wasn't a real knight. He hadn't passed the trials. He didn't have their skills. What could a watchman do against the leader of the Janden?

Tak kicked Polk's feet from under him even as he thought it, sending Polk sprawling to the ground, his sword jolted from his grasp. Tak lifted his sword for the killing blow, and Polk knew that there was nothing that he could do about it. 

"It's time to end this. End you. End your king. End your city."

A figure jumped into the fray then, a dagger flashing, opening a wound in Tak's side. Tak roared in anger, and Polk had a moment to recognize the lithe form of Thea. 

What was she doing there? What was the thief doing in the battle when she said it was stupid to even try to fight? She'd spent their whole journey together so far looking out only for herself, and now she was taking on the Janden chief.

And successfully. Her dagger struck Tak again, bringing another line of blood. 

Then Tak stepped forward and struck her with a blow from his sword that plunged it through her, impaling her on it almost too fast to follow, lifting Thea in the light of the torch he carried. She gasped, shock and pain mingled on her features. She collapsed, her weight dragging the weapon from Tak's hand. 

Tak dragged the sword from her and raised it, looking down at her with contempt in the torchlight, the weapon poised to end her life. 

Anger filled Polk then. Not the anger of a knight, but the anger of a watchman, the anger of a common man. The anger of a man who had worked all his life to keep people safe. The anger of a man who had just seen one of his friends cut down. 

Polk reached out, and his fingers found the hilt of his dropped sword. The sword the king had given him. A sword meant to protect the people of Destarra. Polk rose up to his knees, swinging the sword with all his might, his full weight behind the blow. 

Even like that, Tak saw the danger. He raised his flaming torch as if he might block the stroke, but Polk had expected that. He changed the angle of the blow, cutting beneath the torch. The sword stroke hacked into the Janden chief's arm, bringing a roar of pain as the torch went tumbling away into the night, the hand holding it going with it. 

Tak stumbled back then, and that gave Polk a moment to go to Thea. She looked pale, blood coming from the wound Tak's sword had inflicted far too fast. 

A Janden came in from the side and Polk whirled to meet him, only to stop short as he saw who it was. 

"Safek? You're here?"

"Amos convinced me that there are some things worth fighting for." He knelt beside Thea. "Why? Why do something so foolish, thief? There's nothing to steal out here."

Thea's voice was weak. "There's always something to steal. Even if it's a barbarian king's chance to kill my friends."

Safek lifted her in his arms easily. "I have to get her to a healer."

Polk nodded, determination filling him. "Go. I need to stay here."

There was still a battle to win, and Polk didn't plan to rest until it was done.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

For what felt like the first time in his life, Dorian fought for something that wasn't petty, that wasn't about himself. 

Even when he'd been in the Kingdom Beneath, trying to help save Meredith, a part of it had been about getting out of there safely. Another part of it had been the consideration that, if he were the one to save the princess, she might finally see him as a suitable suitor, or her father might agree to them being married. 

Now, none of that applied, and still, Dorian fought. He fought like the knight of the king's guard he was. He fought to defend Lytos and its people against those who would conquer it. Including his father's forces. 

Time seemed to slow as Dorian threw himself into the fray, his every muscle singing with a sense of purpose he'd never truly known before. His sword became an extension of his will, an embodiment of his resolve. 

Dorian threw himself at a pair of mercenaries who were attacking the common folk of the city who had come out to aid in the battle. Dorian slammed his shield into the side of one man, knocking him aside. The other swung a mace at Dorian's skull, but Dorian twisted aside from the blow, hacking through the man's throat with his blade. 

The first mercenary was coming at him again then. The man was bigger than Dorian, covered in rough leathers and wielding a sword that looked twice as heavy as Dorian's own. But Dorian still stepped in to meet him head-on. Without any hesitation, Dorian met the mercenary's charge, their swords clashing with a resonant ring. The mercenary's strength was monstrous; his blade forced Dorian backward. But Dorian had anticipated the move. Dorian stepped aside abruptly, slamming his shield into the man again. As the mercenary stumbled and turned back to him, Dorian thrust his sword through the man's heart. 

"Go!" Dorian told the common folk. "Get back to your lines. You're overextended here."

Did these common folk not know the first thing about war? Dorian smiled to himself. He might be prepared to protect them, but that didn't mean he'd forgotten who he was completely. 

"Dorian! What do you think you're doing?"

Dorian turned, a space in the battle opening up. He saw his father, Lord Antonio, standing there, flanked by his men. His father gestured to them. 

"You go. I'll deal with my errant child."

He stepped towards Dorian. 

"You would cut down men I have paid good money to?"

"I'll cut down any enemy of Destarra," Dorian replied. "What you're doing is wrong, Father."

"Wrong?" his father rolled the word around in his mouth as if it were an unfamiliar taste. "In what way is it wrong to seek advancement for my own blood? For my family?"

"What about all the people who've had to die for your ambition?" Dorian demanded, sweeping his sword out to point to some of the dead on the battlefield. "If you'd done what the king asked, if you'd brought the nobles and the mercenaries to Lytos' aid, you could have been a hero!"

"And what good does that do?" his father demanded. "Do you know what a hero gets, Dorian? A moment of praise. A pat on the head, like he's some pet hound, then more commands. More things he must do for his king, as a mere servant."

"Better to serve with honor than to betray all those who ever trusted you," Dorian snapped back. 

"Honor?" Lord Antonio retorted. "Honor is just another tool used to control the powerful. Honor, and glory, and righteousness. All ways of setting limits on a man so that he will obey, rather than rule. Now, enough of this foolishness. You killed my men, but I can forgive that. You are still my son. Join our lines, or go back to our tents if you can't. I would rather not kill you, Dorian. I still have a place for you in the order that is to come."

"A place for me?" For the first time, it seemed to Dorian as if he were seeing his father for what he really was. The battle continued around them, with the clash of steel and the screams of the dying, but it felt to Dorian as if the real battle were happening inside him. "Another way to use me, you mean?"

"Use you?" his father said. Dorian could see the anger etched into his features. "Gods save me from the ingratitude of a son with no vision."

"Ingratitude?" Dorian replied. "What should I be grateful for? For a father who has betrayed the king, I'm sworn to serve? For being sent to the Kingdom Beneath to be a prisoner? Tell me, Father, do you even care if I live or die?"

"Dorian, you are my son. Everything I have done, I have done for you. For our family. We could rule Lytos. You could be the king in time."

"I could be your puppet," Dorian retorted. "You want me only because I can marry Meredith and give your coup the legitimacy you crave. But it won't work."

"And why not?" his father asked. "Do you think I'm stupid, Dorian? Why do you think that something I have planned for years now will not come to pass?"

"Because I gave Meredith a knife to cut herself and Lance free," Dorian said. "They're long gone now."

The shock on his father's face gave Dorian more satisfaction than almost anything else could have. 

"What... what have you done? You stupid boy! Why would you do such a thing?"

Dorian had an answer for that. "Because I am a knight of the king's guard, Father. Because my loyalty is to Lytos."

There was real fury on his father's face now. "You are only a knight because I made it happen. I was the one who paid for your sword tutors and your lessons. I was the one who saw to it that you were seen at the heart of the royal court and accepted. I was even the one who made sure that you passed the trials of the knights, because no man was going to see you fail when you were my son. I crafted you into everything you are, and I did it for a purpose. I'll give you one last chance, Dorian. Return to the tents. Do what I command."

"And I'll give you a chance, Father," Dorian said. "Sound the retreat. Withdraw your men from this place, and I will not drag you before the king to face his justice."

In response, his father drew a slender sword, the blade thinner than that of the arming sword Dorian held. 

"Ungrateful boy. If you insist on calling yourself one of the defenders of Lytos, then I will treat you like one." 

With a wrathful roar, Lord Antonio lunged forward, his slender blade seeking to cut through the gaps in Dorian's defenses. Dorian parried with a swift sidestep and a counterstrike that skimmed the shoulder of his father's battle-worn armor. Sparks flew, illuminating the growing dark between them. Dorian did his best to aim for something non-vital. Even now, he had no wish to kill his own father. 

It seemed that his father had no such qualms. He thrust at Dorian's throat, then at his heart. Dorian blocked with his shield, circling carefully. 

"I should have killed you long ago," his father said. "I should have known that family was a weakness I couldn't afford."

"Father, please," Dorian said, parrying another blow. "Stop this."

"You think I cannot beat you because you are a knight?" his father demanded. His sword thrust low so that Dorian was forced to bend low to block the attack. 

That was when his father kicked a mixture of mud and snow up into Dorian's face, momentarily blinding him. Dorian parried the next blow on instinct, but his father tripped him, sending him tumbling. 

"Where is your honor now?" his father asked, kicking him hard. "What good is it doing you?" 

Blurrily, Dorian could see his father standing over him, ready to thrust his sword down through Dorian's throat. 

Pure instinct made Dorian thrust upwards, his own weapon lancing through his father's stomach, up into his heart. He heard his father gasp, the slender sword dropping nervelessly from his grasp. 

Dorian went to him, holding him, lowering him slowly to the ground. 

"I'm sorry, Father."

Grief hit Dorian then. Grief at what he'd done. Grief at what he'd had to do. His father had given him no choice but... but he'd still been Dorian's father. Dorian knelt there on the battlefield, feeling the tears starting to come as he cradled his father's dying form. 

He wasn't sure how long he knelt there. Around him, the battle continued, the two sides locked in combat, neither side giving ground, the fight for the city still undecided, still in the balance. 

Dorian was still kneeling there when the ground beneath him started to shake. 

It wasn't just underneath him. The tremors were everywhere, spreading through the battlefield like a ripple on a pond. The stench of fresh blood, churned earth, and the sweat of desperate men was temporarily forgotten as everyone paused, thrown off balance as the ground seemed to tilt beneath their boots.

A low rumble echoed in Dorian's ears, drowning out the screams of men and clanging of metal that had filled his senses moments before. His gaze was dragged from his father's lifeless form to the center of the battleground, where the ground was starting to give way. 

A crevice was forming. The earth convulsed with another jolt, and the chasm widened alarmingly. Dorian was thrown to the side as a rift split open the battlefield right before him, swallowing men and horses alike in its bottomless maw. Dirt and rock rained down in a deafening hailstorm as the crevice widened, splitting the battlefield in two. 

Darkness poured from that crevice, and along with it...

...along with it, the army of the Kingdom Beneath poured forth. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

The wild-kin Atarin cut down one of the Janden, turned, and saw horrors emerging from the ground. Creatures he recognized from the war long ago, creatures that he had hoped never to see again. Only this time, they were worse. This time, they were changed. 

A swarm of goblin kin poured out of the crevice, but they didn't look like the goblin kin Atarin had fought before. They were larger, their forms even more twisted than usual. Weird fungi seemed to grow from their flesh, glowing in the darkness. 

Whisperlings followed, tall and silent, moving with eeirie grace, wielding swords that seemed like slivers of darkness. Huge trolls pulled themselves from the rift, dwarves armored in strange metals unknown on the surface, and weavers, shifting between the forms of spiders and beautiful women as they approached. 

All seemed touched by the fungi, twisting them, changing them, the deadliness of it seeming to add to their own. This was what the presence of the dragons prophesized that this was the moment when all the magical creatures, above and below, would collide to change the fate of the world. 

Atarin charged forward, singing a blade song, stepping into the space between two goblin kin. is sword gleamed in his hands, a sharp contrast to the murky gloom that was steadily spreading across the battlefield. The fire of battle ignited anew in Atarin's eyes as he danced a deadly ballet between the grotesque beasts.

"Back to the abyss with you, foul kin!" he roared, twirling and slashing in a flurry of movement that left the goblin kin flailing helplessly for their own crude weapons.

The first beast fell easily under Atarin's blade, its lifeblood spraying out in a wide arc as it crumpled to the ground with a guttural screech. Atarin did not pause; instead, he barreled into the next goblin kin, his weapon carving a deep line across the creature's chest. The beast staggered, a guttural growl escaping from its mouth before it collapsed in a heap onto the ground.

His blade sang as he swung it in wide arcs, mowing down beast after beast. His movements were a symphony of violence, his blade a deadly conductor guiding him through the horror-stricken symphony.

He felt a stab of pain in his side. One of the goblin kin had raked him with its claws. Atarin cut down the goblin kin and kept moving. 

Suddenly, he felt weak. He felt his body slowing. He looked down at the wound in his side and saw fungi starting to sprout from the wound. Even as he collapsed to his knees, he realized the problem. 

Poison. He'd been...

 

***

 

The whisperling had no name. Names were not a concept that made sense to it. A thing to call it? A limit to its being, when there should be no such limit? Some of its kind chose such things, but then, some of its kind listened to the music of the stars for so long that they withered into nothingness, or strung golden strings between the organs of still living creatures so that they could play divine tunes amid the screams. 

This whisperling had no use for such things. It moved forward on silent feet, the blade it held striking down one human, then another. 

They wore different colors, different uniforms that presumably separated them into different factions. That didn't matter to the whisperling. King Zander had given no command to spare one set of humans over another, so the whisperling killed all it found. 

It dissected the foes it faced, a slash to open them up, a spearing thrust to pluck out some interesting part of them. Perhaps it could form a collection, something to study later. Although there probably wasn't time to do it. 

It moved towards the wild-kin and the centaurs. The wild-kin were all noise where the whisperlings were silence, all joy and movement, wild connection to natural magic, rather than a deep understanding of the unfathomable, brought by thinking so long in silence. The whisperling struck at one of the wild-kin, who moved back, parrying the blow. 

Arrows appeared in the whisperling's flesh. There was pain, although pain was something the whisperling noted almost with interest. It sang a high, perfect melody of agony, determined to kill as many foes as it could before it died. 

 

***

 

The centaur Riccos only narrowly avoided tumbling into the great chasm that had opened up in the middle of the battlefield. He had to turn and leap, landing in the midst of a group of Janden warriors. 

Riccos swiped with his mighty glaive, performing a hasty slash that cut down the two nearest warriors. The others fanned out around him, and he was soon embroiled in a fierce melee. His hooves found flesh and bone, crushing them as he pranced and dodged with agile grace. His glaive reaped a deadly toll on the Janden.

"Back ye fiends!" Riccos bellowed, charging through the closing circle. His bulk plowed through them, scattering them like ninepins before he wheeled around and repelled their renewed assault.

Riccos saw a monstrous foe approaching, some insectoid thing larger than a man, moving with hideous speed. Riccos charged at it, knowing that the humans weren't the real fight now. The battle against the Kingdom Beneath was what mattered. 

 

***

 

From his hidden tower, using a mirror he had enchanted for the purpose, the magus Margav watched the battle. Pain filled his heart. He knew that he had done all he could at the start of this, giving Lance the blade he needed, helping him to find the entrance to the Kingdom Beneath that would lead him to build his gift. Even so, he felt the agony of watching more more people dying. 

This was the pain of his gift. Princess Meredith could control plants. Lance could control shadows. Margav simply saw. He saw possibilities, saw outcomes. 

In this case, there was such a slender path, and every choice someone else made was a chance to fall from it. This way held so much pain, so much death, but it still held the potential to be better than the alternatives. Now, Margav just had to hope that Lance and Meredith would do all they had to do.

 

***

 

Zander emerged slowly, his army rolling out in front of him. He could feel the poison in his veins from where Meredith had kissed him, and it made no difference. He was powerful. His army was powerful. 

He reached out for the shadows in the sky, bringing them down, using them as weaving tendrils to create chaos. He blinded men with darkness, he cast waves of it over them. He threw darts of it at them. 

He did not wade into the heart of the battle, though. He did not need to, not yet. His creatures would do the fighting for him, and when they were done, he would stand alone as the ruler of this land. 

 

***

 

The mercenary Valtor was starting to wonder whether he and his men were being paid enough for this. 

He stabbed a creature that came running at him, and now it didn't matter whether it was wild-kin or centaur, goblin-kin or something else. It seemed to Valtor that everything on this battlefield wanted him and his men dead. 

He looked out, and he saw chaos. 

Men died everywhere he looked. Darkness swirled around the battlefield like something alive, dousing torches, robbing men of their sight. A battle in the dark would have been bad enough at the best of times, but this was anything but the best of times. 

He saw, a little way away, Lord Antonio's son standing over his corpse. The boy killed a couple of goblin-kin easily, before heading back... heading back to the Destarran lines. 

That shook Valtor the way even the rest of it didn't, for one simple reason: it meant his company wasn't getting paid anymore. If Antonio was dead, and his heir was on the other side, then there wouldn't be any gold flowing Valtor's way. Not unless his mercenaries somehow took the city, and in the face of these monsters, that didn't seem likely. 

Valtor would put up with a lot for gold. In the past, he'd sweated and bled for it, fought Janden and killed men in cold blood. For enough gold, he might even stay and fight these things. 

For no gold, though...

"Sound the horns," he ordered. "Sound the withdrawal!"




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

Tak cried out in agony as he plunged his hand into a torch, cauterizing the wound the knight had inflicted on him. He could barely think now, fury boiling through him like the flames that licked at his flesh. 

He glanced sidelong at the battlefield, through a haze of pain and blood-lust. His scattering troops, their hurried cries and desperate movements, formed a tableau of destruction that sent icicles of dread spearing through his chest. His kinsmen, his brothers in arms, were falling under the relentless onslaught, their bodies tossed carelessly aside by monsters as though they were no more than discarded toys.

Some were starting to run, heading back from the front lines of the battle. Tak saw the mercenary Valtor leading his men back in the direction of the shore. Of course, a man like that would try to save his own skin. 

But it seemed that there was worse to come. One of his own people, a Janden of the Poisoned Tree clan, stood before him, an axe in his hands. The man was large and broad-shouldered, his head shaved on one side, his beard split into a trident fork. 

"This is madness, Tak. You have brought our people to ruin with your crazed dreams of conquest. And for what? A blighted land, covered in winter snow and shadows?"

Tak pointed his sword at the man. "Who are you to speak to me like that? I am Tak, chief of all the Janden!"

"I am Eldric of the Snake Clan, and I say that you are no man's chief. Look at you. With a wound like that, you no longer have the strength to lead us."

"A wound? This is but a scratch," Tak spat, his eyes flaring with hostility as he ripped a piece of his leather jerkin to bind around the seared flesh. His other hand gripped the sword, holding it aloof with a defiance that was as raw as the bloodied ground beneath them. "Believe me, Eldric, I have bled more than this at the hands of lesser men."

It was a bluff. Tak's missing hand was agony, but he knew that he could not show weakness in front of the other man. 

Eldric’s eyes narrowed, examining the chieftain’s defiant stance. His gaze drifted over the battlefield, where their brethren fell lifeless or groaned in agony.

He gestured at the carnage unfolding around them. “Look upon our people, torn apart by your quest for power! Is this what you envisioned?"

"And you?" Tak spat, his face twisted in a mask of fury as he staggered to his feet. Blood oozed from his wounds, staining the snow beneath them an obscene shade of crimson. And yet, even as he bled and suffered, there was a dangerous light flickering in his eyes. "Do you think you have the strength to challenge me?"

Eldric remained silent for a moment, considering Tak with a skeptical eye. Then he laughed, a deep belly laugh that echoed through the battlefield, seeming to mock the chaos and turmoil all around them.

"Challenge you?" Eldric responded finally, his broad grin fading back into a stern snarl. "I'm not just here to challenge you, Tak. I'm here to kill you."

Even as he said it, he swung the axe at Tak. 

Tak leaped back, barely avoiding the harsh swing that Eldric had directed at him. The axe whistled through the air, and its cold wind was a chilling reminder of the peril he was facing.

"Very well!" Tak shouted, his voice imbued with a newfound determination. "I accept this challenge!"

He brandished his sword, holding it high and letting the torchlight glint off its blade. Eldric watched as the chieftain charged towards him, and prepared for another attack.

But Tak was no fool. He anticipated Eldric's next strike and blocked it, kicking out viciously to catch his foe in the stomach. He kicked hard into Eldric’s gut, forcing him to stagger backward. As he reeled, Tak dived in for an attack. But Eldric was ready; he regained his footing just as Tak reached him and swung a sidelong blow that the latter narrowly avoided by dropping to his knees.

Eldric swung his axe from there, aiming for Tak's left side, where his missing hand could hold no weapon to protect him. Tak barely had time to react, but react he did. With a swift, instinctive move that belied his injuries, he parried the axe with his sword. The force of the swing pushed him back. But Tak was a seasoned warrior; he planted his feet firmly in the snow, refusing to fall or retreat.

Their dance started anew; Eldric lunged again and again while Tak parried each attack with skillful precision. Despite his agony, every thrust of Eldric's axe only fueled Tak's resolve. He moved like a predator amidst the snowfall, matching Eldric’s power and fury blow for blow.

Finally, Tak saw an opening. He stepped inside the sweep of Eldric's axe, pulling the man close, thrusting with his sword to impale him. Briefly, he thought of the moment when he'd thrust his blade through the woman, the moment before the knight had hacked off his hand. She’d robbed him of one kill, and cost him far more pain than she should.

This time, his foe simply died. Eldric stared at him in horror, then the life left his eyes. Tak threw him down and roared his anger to the rest of his people. 

"I am Tak, and I rule! Janden, I command you to stand and fight!"

Yet his people didn't stand and fight. His warriors were turning and running, heading in the direction that the mercenaries had gone. 

Tak’s roar echoed hollowly across the blood-soaked battleground, a loud proclamation of survival against a backdrop of death. It served as a stark reminder of the power struggles that had led them to this juncture – rival chieftains battling for supremacy, their people paying the price in blood and tears.

His eyes took in the sight of his brethren fleeing, their loyalty misplaced, their courage overridden by fear. The once mighty Janden warriors reduced to desperate men, escaping the bloodshed and chaos he himself had ordered. A bitter taste of betrayal surged within him, mingling with the metallic tang of blood in his mouth. 

"Stand your ground, damn you!" Tak roared. His people ignored him, continuing to run. Tak cut one of them down when he got too close, but it did nothing to turn the rest back towards the battle. 

He saw the ones they had left back at the encampment, starting to abandon it. He thought he saw his woman, Lyra, there among them. She glanced back towards the battle once, as if searching for him. Momentarily, their eyes met, or perhaps Tak just imagined it. Then she turned and ran with the others. 

Tak shouted his anger, even over the sounds of the battle. When this was done, he would hunt her down and have her impaled for her insolence. He would kill all of those who had run. He would... he would...

Tak stared out at the battle. He watched the monsters rising from the ground, the goblin-kin, the stranger creatures. He watched the man who stood at the heart of them all, tall and silver-haired, pale, but with shadows dancing around him as if they were his pets. 

Tak saw the centaurs and the wild-kin, the defenders of Destarra and those of his own side who couldn't run trying to fight against those monsters. In that moment, it seemed impossible to tell the difference between the two sides. It was all of them against the monsters that had come from below for now, although pockets of his warriors were still fighting against the defenders too. 

There had to be a way to salvage this. There had to be a way to turn this into a victory. This was Tak's destiny, to lead his people back to the land that had been theirs, to claim it and to kill all those who stood in his way. 

With iron determination etched onto his face, Tak raised his bloody sword to the sky and called out again. "Janden warriors! Rally to me! To me, your Chieftain!" His voice echoed through the chaos of battle, but it was drowned in the cacophony of noises - the screams of the dying, the clash of weapons, the guttural roars of monsters. 

None of his men came to him. Not one. Tak stood there, as alone as he might have been, standing in the midst of the wastes of the south. 

More alone. For as long as Tak could remember, he had been a leader among his people. He had been stronger than them, and that had made him respected, feared. He had been able to take anything he wished. These last weeks, he had been the hand guiding a horde that could take over anything in its path. 

Now... now he had nothing.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Lance held his sword ready as he led Meredith back towards the battlefield. He pushed aside the shadows above, letting the stars of the night sky shine down on them, letting the silvery light of the moon pour over the snow. 

It illuminated some of the horrors below, as did the torches the different sides had lit. Lance saw the creatures of the Kingdom Beneath pouring from a chasm that had appeared in the middle of the battlefield, rising up in a seemingly unending horde of destruction. 

Lance saw goblin kin swarming over a unit of centaurs, their numbers so great that even the powerful creatures could not stop them. He saw massive trolls, their stone-like skin impervious to most weapons, swatting aside Janden warriors like ragdolls. He saw the wild-kin fighting desperately against the silent whisperlings, the elegance and beauty of that combat almost enough to drive anyone who watched mad. 

Above Lance and Meredith, the small dragons whirled and swooped in the moonlight, breathing bursts of flame that lit up more of the battlefield. 

By the light of those flames, Lance saw the shadows being used as weapons. He saw tendrils of shadow reaching out across the battlefield, reaching for anything human that got in their way. He saw them tangling and blinding the human defenders, letting the swarming monsters starting to cut them down. 

And Lance saw Zander standing at the heart of those questing shadows, standing tall and silver haired, holding a blade that seemed to be made from dark metal, conducting the creatures around him in a symphony of destruction. 

"No!" Meredith breathed, in obvious horror. "It can't be him. We killed him!"

Lance felt the same sense of rising horror at the sight of Zander there. The last time he and Meredith had seen the ruler of the Kingdom Beneath, he had been weakened by Meredith's poison, and Lance had cut him down with the blade the magus Margav had given him.

How had he survived? How had he lived through that blow?

Lance saw the answer to that even as he looked Zander's way. He saw the fungi glowing on Zander's side, right where Lance had stabbed him. The same fungi that seemed to be growing from many of the creatures that came up out of the chasm. The same fungi that had made so many of the creatures of the Kingdom Beneath more deadly.

The fungus that was only there because Meredith had been held captive down there. Even as Meredith's poison had given Lance the chance to strike Zander down, it had provided a way for him to survive. 

Lance looked over at Meredith, knowing what he had to do, knowing that there was only one way this was going to end. 

"Meredith, I need you to stay here," he said. 

"Why?" Meredith asked. "Lance, what are you planning to do?" She followed his gaze back towards Zander. "Lance, no, you can't."

"I have to. If I don't stop him, who else will? Please, stay here. The dragons will protect you."

He had confirmation of that part as one of them swooped down, a blast of flame incinerating one of the goblin-kin as it started to approach the two of them. Another raked a Janden warrior with its claws, sending the man running screaming. 

Lance didn't wait for Meredith to answer, but instead started towards Zander, making his way through the battle. 

With a firm grip on his sword, Lance strode through the thick snow, leaving behind deep footprints. The cold seeped into his armor and bit at his skin, but he paid no mind; there were more important matters at hand. He deflected attacks from monstrous creatures with swift, powerful strokes as he advanced across the bloodied battlefield. Seemingly out of nowhere, a goblin-kin lunged at him. Without hesitation, Lance drove his sword through its heart with one swift motion. The creature screeched and collapsed in the snow, its dark blood staining the pristine white surface.

He didn’t linger. He had no time. A weaver came at him, shifting into its spider form as it advanced. Lance slid beneath it, sword slicing up as he went, cutting it in half. 

A trio of whisperlings came at Lance. He cut down the first of them, but a second swung a blade at Lance's throat. A figure beside Lance interposed a shield, and Lance took the opportunity to cut the whisperling down. The figure stabbed the third one, killing it where it stood. 

Lance looked over to see Dorian standing there, a look of determination on his face. 

"Dorian? What are you doing here?"

"Helping you to bring an end to this."

A third knight moved to join them, this one a man with square features and dun-brown hair. 

"I'm Polk. Are you going after their leader?"

Lance nodded. 

"Then I'm in. Destarra must be protected."

Lance wanted to tell the man that this was too dangerous, that there was every chance they would all be killed doing this. He wanted to make both him and Dorian remain behind while he went after Zander, but he knew he needed all the help he could get just to get close to the ruler of the Kingdom Beneath. There were still far too many monsters in the way to cut through alone. 

A group of wild-kin and centaurs started to form up around Lance, obviously understanding what he intended. Maybe sensing the power he had, too, the chance he had to finish this.

"If we can kill Zander, we can drive back his forces," Lance said. "I will try to hold off his shadows, but we have to do this now!"

The wild-kin and centaurs cheered, their voices carrying over the battlefield, a call mixed with hope and defiance. Lance felt a surge of courage flow through him at their response. He knew he was not alone in this fight, and that gave him more strength than any magical potion could.

With newfound determination, Lance, Dorian, and Polk began to force their way forward. They cut down the minions that dared to stand in their way. Their breathing became ragged, their movements fueled by sheer willpower.

The path to Zander was not easy. They faced monstrous foes - mutated abominations of twisted flesh and bone, ghostlike beings that whispered promises of despair in their ears, ethereal shadows that danced and swirled before lunging with cruel precision. Lance saw a centaur fall, brought down by a wave of goblin-kin. One of the wild-kin died, poisoned by the bite of a creature twisted by the fungi that glowed as they grew from its body. 

Polk, his solid build absorbing much of the brunt force, bore the marks of the battle on his body with dented armor and bleeding wounds. He wielded his sword with pragmatic efficiency, always pushing forward. Dorian used his shield to protect Lance, thrusting with his blade whenever a foe came too close. 

For his part, Lance fought to push back Zander's shadows, using the combination of his own powers over them and the amulet that sat around his neck. Lance felt its power hum against his skin, a comforting warmth that countered the chilling touch of Zander's magic. Shadows licked at his heels and swirled around him, but they could not touch him.

"Stay close!" Lance called out to Dorian and Polk, his voice cutting through the sounds of battle. He extended his hand towards them and channeled the protective barrier around them as well. The shadows recoiled from the two, giving them much-needed breathing room on the battlefield.

Slowly, the group fought their way towards Zander. He stood at the heart of a protective ring of his creatures, in an open space within the greater battle. His shadows formed a barrier of killing cold and darkness to keep out foes, but Lance pushed against it, his own powers over shadows tearing a hole in it that he, Dorian and the knight Polk could step through. 

Zander was waiting for them. 

"Lance. There you are again. And the boy who was a captive in my domain. How is your father, boy?"

"Dead," Dorian said, and Lance could hear the pain in his voice. "He will serve you no longer." 

"Then serve me in his place," Zander said. "You cannot win here, so I will give you a chance to live. Serve me, cut down Lance, and I will give you a place of honor within my new kingdom, here above the ground."

"I'll put you back in the ground instead, you monster," Dorian promised. 

Zander smiled. "So be it."

He lashed out with darts of shadow then, so fast that Lance's magic barely knocked them aside. Zander struck out, lightning fast, with his dark sword, and Polk barely parried the blow in time. 

The clash of Zander's weapon against Polk's rang out, a discordant note sounding. Yet, despite the surprise of Zander's ferocity, the knight did not waver. His body tensed, muscles straining against the force of the malevolent being's strike, and then he pushed back.

In synchronization with Polk's move, Dorian lunged forward, his sword glinting under the pallid light concealed by the shadowy veil overhanging the battlefield. But Zander was frighteningly swift. He danced away from Dorian's blade, leaving it to cut naught but air before rounding on him with a vicious hacking movement that barely missed Dorian's throat due to his evasive roll.

Lance watched this skirmish with gritted teeth, his fingers manipulating intricate patterns in the air as he sought to dismantle Zander's dark magic and turn it towards their advantage. Sweat trickled down his forehead, borne out of concentration rather than physical exertion. The stakes were too high for any slip-ups.

Zander came at him then, slashing with his sword, forcing Lance to engage, blade to blade. Lance scored a cut on Zander's arm, but fungi moved to close the wound almost as quickly as Lance made it. 

"Surprised, Lance?" Zander said as he lashed out, so that only Dorian's shield saved Lance from decapitation. "Meredith's poison has only made me stronger. Let me show you."

He lashed out with shadows then, throwing them at Lance, almost overwhelming him. The power behind them was awesome, so great that Lance could barely hold them at bay. 

Then Zander reached out with his other gift, over earth and stone, making spikes of stone shoot up, forcing Lance and the others to dodge to avoid being impaled. He formed a hand of stone, bringing it down in a blow that made the earth shake, knocking Lance from his feet. 

Zander just stood there, looking at him with amusement. Lance only felt fear then, because in that moment, he knew the truth: 

This was a fight he and the others couldn't win. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

Peyton hadn't asked for any of this when he'd joined Lord Grent's men at arms. He hadn't signed on to fight against his own kingdom, but when his lord chose a side, that meant that all the men who served him had a side chosen for them. 

Loyalty had dragged Peyton east, at his lord's side. It had made him stay, even as the days grew colder and the snow started to fall. It had made him stay even when their camp had been next to a bunch of barbarians on one side and mercenaries on the other. It wasn't as if a man could just desert and, even if he did, things wouldn't be any better at home. Not with a blight covering the kingdom.

Lord Grant had said that all of that would be sorted out once the siege was done. Now, his lordship had fallen somewhere in the battle and Peyton wasn't sure what he was meant to do next, other than keep fighting. 

One of the wild-kin came at him, swinging a blade that looked like it had been grown as much as crafted. The creature was a slender male with eyes that were deep indigo from corner to corner. Peyton blocked the blow with his own, far more mundane sword. 

The blade of the wild-kin radiated hues of purple and green like an otherworldly twilight, shimmering sinisterly in the blur of their combat. Despite its irregular design, it was a rapidly efficient weapon. Peyton countered another blow and felt the force of the creature's strength vibrating up his arm. The wild-kin had strength that belied its slim form, a testament to the primal fury simmering beneath its stoic expression.

Beside Peyton, a monstrous, insect-like thing slew one of his fellow men at arms, then tore the legs from one of the wild-kin. Centaurs charged at it, a couple of Lord Grent's other soldiers helping to hack the thing down. With such monsters roaming the battlefield, it was hard to keep track of who was on what side, or of what any of them were fighting for, beyond another few moments of survival. 

Peyton gritted his teeth, shaking off the distraction as he launched into another clash with the alien creature before him. He thought of his comrades, his family back in their humble dwelling—a mere hovel compared to Lord Grent's grand manor—praying for his safe return. That vision fueled him more than any battle cry ever could.

He feigned a thrust towards the creature's torso before swerving to his right at the last second. The wild-kin's blade sliced through the air where he had just been standing—Peyton used this moment to slash at its flank.

The wild-kin howled in pain, staggering back as it clutched at wound on its side. Blood sprayed across the snow, and Peyton followed up with a strike that took the wild-kin's head from his shoulders.

Peyton took a moment to catch his breath, and that one moment of hesitation cost him. A centaur was there then, a sword swinging. Peyton managed to parry the blade, but that just left him vulnerable to the centaur's hooves. The centaur reared, its dark eyes gleaming with the thrill of battle. The hooves came crashing down and struck him in the chest with an astonishing force that sent him sprawling backward. Peyton felt agony burst in his chest and tasted blood as he hit the ground, his breath wooshing out in a chilling gasp.

Peyton lay there momentarily stunned, gasping for air that seemed too thin to support life. His chest felt as though it had been crushed by a battering ram. Even through the torturous haze of pain, he could see the centaur advancing on him again, its curved sword gleaming ominously in the harsh battlefield light.

His mind was awash with chaotic thoughts and images. He saw his childhood home, nestled on a hillside overgrown with wildflowers. He saw his mother's face, kind and gentle, and his father's strong hands as they guided him through his first practice strokes with a wooden sword. He saw all the years he'd spent in service to Lord Grent flashing before eyes—the tourneys he'd won, the enemies he'd defeated…

Through tear-streaked vision, Peyton could make out one thing he hadn't expected, there on the battlefield: a flower was growing up from the ground in front of him. In spite of the chaos all around, in spite of the advancing centaur and the pain in his chest, Peyton found his attention captivated by that flower. 

He wasn't the only one. The centaur seemed to have stopped its advance, staring at the bloom rising from the earth, the flower opening in the moonlight. It took a second for Peyton to realize that there was moonlight, that somehow, the shadows above had gone. Perhaps that was just because they were being sucked towards whatever strange, magical battle was happening behind a wall of them at the heart of the battlefield, but Peyton suspected that it was about more than that. He suspected that it was linked to the bloom in front of him somehow, that something greater than this battle was happening here.

Peyton's friends helped him to his feet. More flowers started to bloom around him, and almost all the combatants were stopping to stare at them. At least, the soldiers and the Janden, the centaurs and the wild-kin were. The more monstrous things that had come from the chasm continued to lash out, as if in hatred of everything that had been born on the surface. 

Through it all, a young woman walked. She was slender and beautiful, with flame-red hair and green eyes. Flowers burst through the snow at her feet, rising in response to her presence, and a feeling of life and goodness spread out from her, so that even the pain in Payton's ribs didn't feel quite so bad. Improbably, creatures out of legend swooped and wheeled above her, small dragons using their flames to burn the creatures of the Kingdom Beneath when they got too close to her. 

One of the goblin-kin ran at her, and Peyton found himself acting without thinking. He cut the creature down, hacking it to the ground even as it reached for her. 

"Listen to me," she said, her voice somehow carrying above the battlefield. Almost impossibly, the warriors there on both sides did listen. "I am Princess Meredith of Lytos. King Aldus is my father. The war between Destarra and its enemies means nothing, not compared to the fight against the Kingdom Beneath." 

She pointed towards the spot in the heart of the battle where a veil of shadows stood now, cutting off a section of it from the rest, surrounded by vile creatures. 

"I need to get there," she said. "The fate of everything depends upon it. Please, will you help me?"

Peyton suspected that he should have tried to take her prisoner, should have tried to take her back to his commanders to use as a hostage against the city. But he didn't want to do that. Not now. He didn't want to do anything to harm the one person bringing life to this place of death and destruction. 

Besides, she was right. This battle was done. Half of Valtor's mercenaries had run, along with most of the Janden. This wasn't about their sides anymore; it was about the surface world against everything beneath it.

Ignoring the pain, Peyton fell into step with the princess, determined to make sure that she got where she needed to go to finish this.




 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

 

Meredith was surprised by just how many others joined her as she started forward through the battle. It was as if her presence reminded them that there was something more important than their fights over the city and the kingdom. 

They all fell into step with her: the centaurs and the wild-kin, the common folk and the knights. Even those who had been fighting against Destarra's forces seemed to understand the need to help Meredith move forward. 

She hated the fact that she had to stride into battle. She hated the fact that there was a battle at all, that there was so much death and destruction. That the force around her would add to it before it stopped it. Yet there wasn’t any choice.

As they pressed on, a horde of goblin-kin bristled through the shadows towards her. They were vile creatures, pocked and gnarly, their skin the color of ash, their eyes glowing with the reflected red light of the chasm from whence they came. They screeched and snarled, holding an assortment of weapons, while their flesh was twisted further by the fungus that Meredith had unintentionally created in the Kingdom Beneath. 

She kept moving, unafraid. She understood now that she was not alone, she had an army of unlikely comrades by her side. Even so, each step Meredith took towards her destination saw this monstrous horde swell, their numbers seemingly endless. A collective growl echoed through the battlefield, a terrible symphony that sang only of death and destruction. But amid that fear-inducing sight, Meredith stood resolute.

The warriors who had pledged to protect her sprang into action at once. Swords clashed against rusted weapons while arrows sung through the air. They fought fiercely, cutting down the waves of goblin-kin that surged relentlessly towards them.

A wedge of centaurs slammed into the goblin kin, and now they scattered, leaving a path, if only for a few moments. Meredith moved forward into it, and her army moved with her. 

It was her army. She hadn't been raised to be some kind of war leader; the assumption from her father had always been that she would marry some knight, some trained warrior who would lead the kingdom's armies. Meredith's training had been in history and courtly manners, diplomacy and the small magic. Now, she stood at the head of an army, and it surged forward into the ranks of the vile creatures, trying to keep them from the dome of shadows at the heart of the battle. 

Meredith had seen Lance disappear into that dome as either he or Zander had raised it around them, cutting them off from the rest of the battle. Meredith couldn't stand the thought of Lance being alone and in danger there. She knew that Lance wouldn't be able to defeat Zander alone. As much as he wanted to protect her, she had to get there to protect him.

Because she loved him. Meredith could admit that as she walked. Lance was brave, handsome, clever. He’d overcome so much just to become a knight. She'd had feelings for him from the first time she saw him, but now that they'd had time together, now that they'd traveled together, Meredith could call that love what it was. That love, and that need to save Lance, only seemed to fuel the gift within her, making flowers burst from the snow all around. 

A wall of deep dwarfs stood before Meredith and her force, clad in cunningly crafted armor, wielding weapons made from the finest metals. Where the goblin-kin had been wild, the dwarfs moved in lock-step, forming a shield wall as they sought to stop Meredith from advancing. 

The dragons swooped down then, breathing flames hot enough to melt any metal. Meredith could feel their thoughts on the edges of her mind, could feel the power that lay there within them. 

The dragonfire rained down on the dwarfs, but their bulwark stood strong. They were veterans of a thousand battles beneath the earth, their shields enchanted with the small magic to withstand even the hottest infernos. The dwarfs, short but sturdy, retaliated with crossbow bolts made of cold iron, causing the dragons to retreat momentarily into the sky, shrieking their profound annoyance.

Still, it distracted them for long enough. 

The army of knights, elves, centaurs and common folk surged forwards once more, crashing against the deep dwarfs' shield wall. It seemed as immovable as the mountains themselves. Still, they continued to hammer at it, hoping to find purchase or a weakness.

"Forward!" Meredith cried out, her voice echoing around the snow covered battlefield. She reached out with her gift, seeking the grasses that lay beneath the snow, pouring power into them so that they rose up, tangling the ankles of the dwarfs, tripping some of them and creating a small opening in their ranks.

Seeing their opportunity, several centaurs broke through the line and emerged on the other side. They turned swiftly and began attacking from the other side, forcing the dwarfs to scatter or risk destruction.

Wilder and more monstrous things threw themselves at their forces then, some naturally monstrous, some twisted further by the fungi that Meredith had produced when she was a captive in the Kingdom Beneath. 

That gave her an idea. Meredith reached out for that fungus with her gifts, pulling it from the bodies of the creatures, forcing it to flow out of them. She made that fungus wither and die in the cold, here in a realm where there was no place for it. Some of the creatures screamed and turned back, while others kept moving forward, weakened and in pain. 

The forces with her slammed into them, and now, it seemed that the tide was beginning to turn. Steel met fang and claw, while the air stank of blood and burning flesh. But they held their ground, their resolve unfaltering. The dragons returned, diving from above and raking their claws across the enemy lines. Their flames roared as they incinerated the monstrous fiends that dared to obstruct Meredith's path. Wild-kin swung their swords with deadly precision, cutting down the disoriented beasts. Knights on horseback speared the remaining monsters, their lances piercing through hardened chitin and bone. 

Despite their size and ferocity, some of the monsters were routing. Meredith saw an opportunity. Breaking free from her followers, she sprinted towards the dome of shadow.

Whisperlings moved to intercept her, graceful and deadly, singing a disjointed, maddening song as they held blades so thin they were almost invisible. 

"This is not your place," Meredith said to them. "You tried to poison me before, because you thought that I would bring destruction to the Kingdom Beneath. Tell me, what do you think will happen if you face me now, in a place where there are plants to grow beneath my touch?"

To emphasize her point, Meredith made the flowers around her grow, thorns bristling from their stems. For a moment, she thought that it might not be enough. Who could understand the strange minds of the whisperlings? Then, one by one, they offered her courtly bows, stepping back from the dome of shadows, leaving Meredith's way clear. 

Meredith could feel the cold and darkness of those shadows as something tangible, something pushing her out. 

Meredith had an idea, though. She looked up to Whisper and the other dragons. 

"How brightly can dragon fire burn?"

She could feel Whispers amused contempt. Bright enough to burn away a few shadows. 

They breathed flames as one, their flames combining into something so bright against the darkness that it hurt Meredith's eyes to look at it. The flames struck the dome of shadows and Meredith saw them boil, burning like mist beneath the power of the morning sun. More shadows poured in to replace them, but Meredith could feel the strain there, the effort it took to hold. 

Finally, the dome of shadows burst apart in a blaze of light. Meredith could feel the satisfaction of the dragons as they took to the air once more, circling the heart of the battle once more. They blasted down with their flames, and at first, it seemed to Meredith that they were just burning random patches of ground. Then she realized that they were giving her enough light to see by. 

By the orange glow of those flames, Meredith saw Lance, Dorian and a knight she didn't know battling Zander. They dodged whips of shadow, blocked darts made from stone, trying desperately to survive.

Meredith ran forward, determined to get to Lance. She dodged a grasping hand of stone, moving to Lance's side. 

He looked at her with obvious concern. "Meredith, you can't be here. Zander-"

Meredith stopped him with a touch. "I'm exactly where I should be."

She turned to where Zander stood. The ruler of the Kingdom Beneath seemed twisted now, more cruelty there even than there had been before. He looked at her with a twisted smile. 

Meredith ignored it. "This is over, Zander. Take your creatures and return to your kingdom."

"Over?" Zander laughed. "My dear Meredith, we're just getting started."




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

Zander spread out his hands, feeling every shadow of the night coming to him at his command. The ground below rose up at his command, creating a hilltop platform where there hadn't been one before, cutting Meredith and the others off from their armies. Zander would deal with them himself. 

"We beat you before," Meredith said. 

"With a trick," Zander replied. "With a poisoned kiss. Let's see how you do against all my power."

Zander grinned, mirth twisting his face into a horrifying parody of joy. A deep chuckle echoed from his throat. It was time to show this small group just what he could do. 

"Who do you even have to face me? A boy who thinks that because the shadows do as he commands, he can match me? An arrogant young fool who has suddenly found his honor? Some common watchman playing at being a knight? And a princess who doesn't even have the strength to embrace the darkness within her."

"I don't need cruelty or pain to beat you," Meredith assured him.

Zander had had enough. He would kill these obstacles to his power. That, or reduce them to his whimpering captives, begging to obey. 

His eyes sparkled with malice, shadows swirling around him like a cyclone. They slithered and twined at his feet, skimming along the ground to caress the earth and stone as if they had life of their own.

Zander’s arms snaked into the air, fingers splayed wide as if he was grasping at stars. Suddenly, the shadowy tendrils sprang to life, gaining a sense of purpose and a deadly focus. They lunged toward Meredith like vicious serpents, seeking to ensnare her in their deathly embrace.

Lance was there, and the boy managed to deflect the shadows, but Zander was ready for that. He made a spike of stone shoot up from the hillside, and Lance barely twisted aside in time, blood coming from a gash on his leg. 

The two knights, Dorian and Polk, ran at Zander. Zander leapt to meet them, slashing at Dorian, kicking out at Polk's knee. He threw shadows in Dorian's face, made a hail of rocks jump up at Polk, forced the pair of them to dance back. 

"You really think you can beat me?" Zander said. He looked over to Meredith. "Surrender and I will spare them. You can still be my queen. I will sit upon the throne of Lytos, and you will kneel at my feet."

Meredith met his eyes. "Never."

"Then die," Zander said. If he couldn't have her, no one would.

His power surged, the shadows coiling around him like eager hounds, ready to spring at his command. Rocks shaped themselves into spikes, ready to impale her a dozen times over. Zander lunged forward with his blade held ready. 

He found himself met buy Lance, whose shadows leapt out to meet Zander's even as their blades clashed. Dorian's shield protected Meredith from the spikes of rock, while Polk attacked Zander from the side, distracting him. 

Even then, Zander held his own. Zander danced in the midst of the chaos, a whirlwind of shadows and stone. He moved swiftly, with a cruel grace that let his sword dart out again and again. The shadows swirled around him like ink in water, obscuring his form and making him harder to hit.

His eyes were on Meredith. Killing her was the only thing that mattered to him now. The ground undulated beneath his feet, altering the battlefield to his advantage. Shadows twirled and whipped around him, forming a deadly cyclone that deflected every strike.

Meredith, on the other hand, wielded her power forcefully but with an elegance and serenity that sharply contrasted with Zander's rampant brutality. Vines erupted from the ground under her command, winding their way towards Zander like soldiers on a mission. Flowers blossomed along their path, releasing intoxicating scents meant to confuse and disorient. Each petal was tipped with paralyzing venom, a single touch enough to immobilize a man. Yet Zander dodged and danced through it all, using spurs of stone to tear the plants apart. 

"Enough!" he roared. The arrogance in his voice transformed into grave fury. His eyes shifted from Meredith to Lance to Dorian and finally Polk. "You are insignificant insects challenging a mountain!"

He raised his arms skyward once more, and from his shadow tendrils rose high into the air before crashing down on them like storm waves. He charged in that storm, trying to find an opening to cut Meredith down. Once she died, the rest would lose heart, and then his army would sweep over everything.

Flames burst before him. They were not vines this time, but a young dragon, scales gleaming like sun-kissed copper. Zander hadn’t even known that such beasts were still in the world. The creature lunged at Zander with an infantile fury, spewing flames that made the air shimmer around them. A high, keening cry echoed through the night as more flames came Zander's way. 

His eyes hardened again, transforming into icy spheres of pure determination. His mouth set in a grim line as he summoned up his powers once more. Shadows gathered around him thick and fast, providing him with protection from the dragon's fiery onslaught. Stone spikes erupted from the ground at his command, hurling themselves at the young dragon with vicious force.

The dragon was nimble though. She soared above the attacks, twisting in the air to avoid every spike that came her way. More dragons struck at Zander with claws extended and teeth bared. Zander had to use all his powers to block those attacks, and that left an opening for Dorian and Polk to strike at him again. 

Zander found himself beset on every side by too many foes to keep up with. He lashed out with shadows and stone, trying to drive them back, trying to find an opportunity to kill Meredith. He swung his blade for her throat in a two-handed swing. 

Lance was there then, his own blade intercepting Zander's. He kicked Zander back, and for a moment, it was just Lance and Meredith facing off against him. 

"Lance, his shadows," Meredith said. 

Zander felt the moment when Lance reached out with all his power over shadows. He grabbed for the shadows Zander controlled, both with his own gift and the power of the amulet he wore around his neck. Zander felt the moment when he wrenched control of those shadows from Zander, ripping them away from him, so that the night was suddenly still and filled with moonlight. 

Even as he did it, Zander felt Meredith's power reach out all around him. Plants burst from the ground, wrapping around his ankles and wrists, crawling up his legs and chest. Vines of kudzu and bindweed, tendrils of ivy and creeper, they snaked around him in a tightening death grip. Flowers sprung from these verdant shackles, their petals fluttering like the wings of a thousand butterflies.

Meredith's voice echoed across the battlefield, a lullaby that coaxed the plants to life. "Grow," she whispered, her eyes locked on Zander. "Hold him fast."

As her gentle command washed over them, the plants reacted. It was as if they were infused with life itself, fed by an unfathomable energy source as they grew at an astonishing rate. The vines twisted tighter around Zander, thorns breaking through their surface and piercing his skin, threatening to rip him to shreds if he tried to fight his way clear. 

The plants were alive with Meredith's power, an extension of her will. They didn't just restrain him; they bit into his flesh with thorny teeth, drawing blood with every movement he made. Blooms exploded open along their lengths, a riotous array of colors that danced in the moonlight. The plants slowly forced Zander down to his knees, making it impossible for him to fight back. 

From where he knelt, Zander could see his armies being defeated. 

Goblin-kin shrieked and fell under the steady advance of an army of men, wild-kin, and centaurs, their mismatched armor glinting menacingly under the moon's glow. The goblin-kin were fearless, fighting tooth and nail against the encroaching iron-clad tide, but they were outnumbered and outmatched. Their once formidable force looking like a sea being consumed by a storm.

Whisperlings wove through the mortal combatants like sly snakes. Their eerie whispers hung heavy in the air, twisting minds into knots of fear and confusion. But the wild-kin were undaunted. With their primal intuition, they saw through the illusions to strike directly at the graceful bodies hiding beneath.

Monstrous creations of all shapes and sizes lumbered amidst the chaos, but even these abominations met their match in the form of centaurs who charged through them like a storm, their hooves pounding like thunder and lances piercing like lightning. In one corner of the battlefield, a centaur stallion with a fiery mane roared defiance into the face of a troll twice his size. He plunged his lance deep into its gut, wrenching it clear.

His army started to break, started to flee, heading back towards the chasm they'd come out of. 

Meredith knelt beside Zander, her voice soft. 

"The others will want to kill you, Zander," she said. "You know we can.”

“Then do it,” Zander snarled at her. 

“Perhaps there is another option,” a voice said. A figure rose up from the earth, it parting to allow him to rise. 

The figure was short and pale, with milky eyes and a bald skull. He was wearing rough brown robes. Zander recognized the hated figure of Kael, the pretender to his throne at once.

“Kael?” Lance said, sounding both surprised and suspicious. 

Meredith frowned.

“What are you doing here?” Lance asked. 

“Lance, who is this?” Meredith asked.

“This is Kael,” Lance said. “The creature who taught me to use my gifts in the Kingdom Beneath. He wants…” Lance tailed off for a moment or two. “He wants to be the ruler of the Kingdom Beneath.”

“So you haven’t helped with the battle, but now you want to take Zander’s kingdom?” Meredith said. 

Kael spread his hands. “Now that his armies are broken, I can contain him. I can keep him from doing further harm.”

“Contain me?” Zander laughed, but beneath it, he felt fear. Kael had strength, and he had supporters. 

“Or we could kill him,” Dorian suggested. “He deserves it, for all he’s done.”

Meredith nodded. “He has hurt me as much as anyone else. But I don't want to kill anyone else.” Meredith turned back to Zander. “Go, leave my kingdom, or I might be tempted to let them finish this their way."

"This isn't over, Meredith," Zander promised her. He would find a way to break free of Kael’s imprisonment, to kill them all.

"It is. Kael get him out of my kingdom, and don't let him come back."

Zander roared out his anger, but Kael waved a hand and the ground reached up to swallow him, taking him back into the Kingdom Beneath. He'd lost. 

But he could wait. The one thing he had was time.




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

 

 

Polk made his way down from the hillside slowly and carefully. The ground beneath his feet was a ruin, pockmarked with the remains of the gruesome battle. The earth itself seemed to moan in pain from the countless footsteps and violent deeds committed upon it. Yet somewhere amidst the chaos, there was still life.

Zander's creatures were fleeing, heading for the chasm that they'd emerged from. The moon hung heavily in the sky, casting eerie shadows over his path. He could see the remnants of Zander's forces disappearing into the gaping maw of the chasm, their agonized cries still echoing across the scarred landscape.

He came upon a centaur, collapsed on his side and gasping for breath. His eyes were wild, laced with pain and terror. Kneeling down beside him, Polk murmured soothing words as he gently pressed a hand against the fallen warrior’s chest. He felt broken bones shifting under his touch—a bleak sign of internal injuries.

Tears stung his eyes as he closed them, offering a soft prayer to whatever gods might be listening. When he opened them again, the centaur was still but for the shallow rise and fall of his chest—each breath a ragged struggle against death's inexorable pull.

The last of the creatures were flowing into the the chasm, and the rift there seemed to close up like a wound healing with abnormal speed, leaving a scar of stone and earth on the landscape. 

The former watchman looked around the aftermath of the battle, lit by a combination of flames and moonlight. There were no monstrous creatures left now, but there were still a few pockets of Janden barbarians and city-states mercenaries, maybe a few men who served the lords who had rebelled against the king. A few of those pockets of men were fighting, a few were surrendering, while more were running, obviously hoping that there would still be boats left to convey them over the straits. 

As Polk's eyes swept across the battered battlefield, he glimpsed a group of Janden barbarians and some city-states mercenaries squaring off in the distance. They were scrappy fighters, these men, their bodies clad in a motley mishmash of battered leathers and dented iron. The air around them crackled with tension as they circled one another warily, shouts and jeers echoing off the ruined landscape. It was obvious that their fragile alliance had fallen apart. 

Nearby, a band of rebels huddled together, their faces painted with a grisly tableau of sweat and dirt and blood. Their breaths came in ragged gasps, their eyes darting about wildly. He could see the fear etched plainly on their weathered faces. Their once grand dreams of rebellion had crumbled into dust before their eyes, leaving only the stark reality of defeat.

A few yards away, others were scattering in all directions, their panicked screams rising above the din of battle. Among them ran some of the lords who had rebelled, their fine armor glinting eerily under the moonlight.

Polk watched as these men stumbled through the carnage, tripping over fallen weapons and the bodies of the slain. Polk wondered if he should help to chase them down, but right then, it felt better to just leave that to other men. Polk was too exhausted to go chasing down enemies. He'd fought an evil that threatened to overwhelm the kingdom; hunting stragglers paled next to that.

Polk did want to find the king. He wanted to make sure that Aldus was all right. His duty demanded that. He wanted to check on Thea, too, for different reasons. The wound she'd suffered at Tak's hands looked as though it might have killed most people. Just the thought of that made Polk's heart beat a little faster with worry, made him start heading towards the Destarran lines, hoping to find answers. 

What Polk found instead made him stop and stare. A man stood at the heart of a wide circle of soldiers, contained there within it, unable to get away. Even as Polk watched, a spear-man stepped forward, and the figure cut him down. Polk realized to his shock that he recognized him. 

It was Tak, the chief of the Janden. 

"Who will face me?" he bellowed. "I am Tak, and no one can stand against me!"

Polk walked over to the circle. It was lit by a couple of torches planted in the ground. Tak whirled in that circle like a bear beset by wolves, a curved sword still clutched in his one remaining hand. His eyes locked with Polk's as Polk approached the edge of the circle of men. 

"You! The one who did this!" he held up the stump of his wrist. "I'll kill you for it. Step into the circle and face me." 

For a moment, Polk was tempted by it. After all Tak had done, wouldn't that be a fitting end to this? He'd been responsible for so many deaths. And Polk could imagine the story that would be told if he was the one to bring down Tak. The commoner-knight who slew the Janden chief. 

If Polk had cared more about that kind of thing, it might even have been enough to make him step into the circle. As it was, though, it only let him understand what Tak was doing there. 

"You want a glorious death," he said. "You failed, and now you want people to sing songs about Tak, the Janden chief who slew men one after another until they finally brought him down. I'll have no part in it."

He wouldn't give Tak that much, wouldn't give him some storyteller's death. Let the others there drag him down and bring him before the king for judgement. Let him rot in a cell. It was no more than he deserved after all he'd done. Polk started to turn away. 

Tak let out a roar, charging at Polk. Another figure was there then, another Janden, but Polk knew this one. 

Safek slammed into Tak, his long blade intercepting the Janden chief's. In his off-hand, he held a dagger that might have been one of Thea's. The men around them made to move forward, but Polk raised a hand to hold them back. This was Safek's fight. 

The two Janden clashed in the circle, their blades screaming in the night air. Safek's movements were sharp and swift, while Tak was a whirlwind of brute force. Every time their swords crossed, sparks flew in a riot of light, illuminating their fierce faces in the darkness. The crowd of soldiers gasped and jeered at each move, but Polk's eyes never left the confrontation. His heart pounded with anticipation.

Tak was almost an unstoppable force, even with one hand. Tak moved with surprising agility for a man so large. His sword swung like an extension of his arm, each heavy strike intended to cleave through Safek's defenses and end him in one blow. Safek parried each attack with his long blade, countering with nimble stabs and cuts that were intended to wear down his foe. 

Tak closed in, slamming into Safek, the two grappling for a moment. For a moment, Safek gave ground, but then his head slammed into Tak's, once, twice, making the Janden leader lose his grip. Safek brought the dagger up, stabbing Tak so that he stumbled back. 

"That is for Thea, and this, this is for all the Janden you led to their deaths."

Safek swung his blade around at head height. Tak had just enough time to look surprised before Safek's blade decapitated the Janden chief. 

Safek raised his blade, his voice booming out over the battlefield. "Janden, hear me! I am Safek of the Poisoned Tree Clan! I have slain Tak! By all the rights of our people, I tell you to leave this place! Do it in peace, and do it now."

Polk hurried forward then, making sure that he stood by Safek's side, clasping his hand so that the Destarran soldiers wouldn't think he was one of the enemy. "Safek, you're alive, you're safe." Fear gripped him briefly. "What about Thea? That sounded... that sounded like you were avenging her."

"He's just being melodramatic, as usual." Thea's voice came from the edge of the circle. She stepped into it a moment later, limping, but nowhere near death. "Turns out the wild-kin have some good healers. And they like Safek. Everybody likes Safek." She looked down at Tak. "Would have been a lot simpler to let me shoot him with a crossbow bolt."

"But that would not have given me the authority to send them home," Safek retorted. 

"So," Thea said. "Does this mean you're the chief of all the Janden now?"

Safek shook his head. "The tribes will fragment again. They will not want any man for a chief. It is probably for the best."

He opened his arms, holding onto Thea for a moment or two. Polk joined them, wanting to make sure that she was really okay. 

"Oh, don't worry so much," Thea said. "The wild-kin had these amazing potions, plus these pretty little crystals that could seal a wound almost clean. They were almost like little gemstones."

Polk was grateful for that for a moment or two, then thought a second longer, taking in Thea's expression. 

"Thea, exactly how many crystals did you steal from the wild-kin?"

Thea just smiled. 




 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

 

 

"Come on, you'll be late for your own wedding!"

Lance finished lacing his tunic while Dorian practically dragged him out of the room, heading for the gates. Guards saluted them both as they went, and Lance wasn't sure whether they were saluting him as someone who was soon to be their princess's husband or Dorian, as the new leader of the knights of the king's guard. 

They headed out into the city. Their footsteps echoed through the cobblestone streets of Destarra, while cheering people lined the route. It was good to give the people something to cheer about when there was still so much rebuilding to do.

It had been months, but houses and defenses were still being put back together. Lance helped where he could, wanting to do as much as possible for the kingdom now that they'd pushed back the invaders who'd sought to harm it. 

Mostly, that meant riding out to hunt down monsters that had remained in the kingdom. There were still pockets of goblin-kin in the wilds and stranger things that lurked and preyed on the unwary. 

For now, though, Lance tried to focus on the happiness of this day and what was about to happen. The sky above was a clear blue, as it had been for months now. With Zander gone, Lance had the power to push the shadows from the sky. 

Colors danced in the wind as streamers of gold, silver, and azure rippled on lines strung from housetop to housetop. Flowers rained down on them as they went, people leaning out of windows or standing on balconies to throw handfuls of violets and roses.

Perfume-soaked petals fell like delicate confetti, a floral tribute to the man soon to be wedded to their beloved princess. The sweet scent wafted around them, mingling with the anticipation hanging heavy in the air. They were cheered on by the crowd, not as heroes from a battlefield, but as symbols of love and unity that had brought them peace at last.

Amid the clamor and excitement, artisan stalls were abandoned momentarily. Lance stole glances at gleaming silverware and intricate lacework as cheers rang out from the city's heart. Vendors and patrons alike joined in the celebration by waving tokens of good luck - horseshoes, rabbit feet, and small pouches filled with salt.

Children ran alongside them, their bright laughter adding a lightness to the day that even Dorian's normal noble reserve around the common folk couldn't ignore. Lance saw his friend smile, just a little. And they were friends now. That had been as big a surprise as any in everything that had happened. It was good to see him smile, given the pain he’d suffered, losing their friend Justin, then killing his own father.

Their path led them through the heart of Destarra, where the jubilant population thronged the streets. Among these throngs, Lance noticed a few wild-kin, dancing to music played on instruments not known to humans. Centaurs stood nobly by the paths too, looking on with serious expressions. Most of these magical creatures had returned home via the pathways beyond worlds, but some had stayed. There were even ambassadors for them now at the royal court. 

Lance even spotted a few Janden lingering on the periphery of the crowd. The barbarians normally got wary looks from the citizens, in spite of Safek's assurances that any who stayed wouldn't dare to cross him by causing trouble. The ones who had stayed had started to settle, finding places in the city rather than returning to the wild plains of the south.

The ancient, heavy-laden city gates of Destarra finally loomed before them, currently hanging open. Lance and Dorian stepped out onto the open ground beyond the city walls, heading for the spot beyond them where a single ancient tree stood. 

Its branches were afire with blossom, the flowers filling the air with their scents. Lance had no doubt that was down to Meredith. They'd been due to meet under this tree the morning when Zander had kidnapped her, what seemed like an eternity ago. Now, they were due to be married beneath it. 

As they neared the tree, a sweeping panorama of soft emerald fields and rolling purple-tinged hills unfolded. Life was returning to the whole kingdom thanks to Meredith's gift. Lance's heart pounded in his chest as he finally saw her - Meredith, standing by the ancient tree, bathed in the morning sun, her red hair hidden beneath a jewel-encrusted veil. A silver tiara rested upon her head, its gemstones shimmering in their various shades of azure with each movement she made. She looked like an earthly manifestation of a celestial goddess, ready to bestow blessings upon them all.

As Lance drew closer, he saw the people who had gathered to watch them marry. Safek was there in all his barbarian splendor. Polk, Dorian's second in command, stood at the side of the king. King Aldus still leaned on a stick now, but he stood there looking regal and proud. The thief Thea was handing a gift to Meredith. Lance really hoped that it was something she'd bought. 

Even the dragons were there, circling above it all, watching. Their presence secured the safety of the kingdom, if not that of all its sheep, and they seemed to regard Meredith as an interlocutor, a friend, even as something close to one of them.

A priest of the wild-kin stood waiting beside Meredith.

His robes were of a deep emerald hue, adorned with intricate patterns of silver thread that caught the sunlight in glimmers. He held a staff, aged and gnarled with a single luminescent stone embedded at its head. Around him, the air seemed to hum with a quiet sort of magic, ruffling the leaves of the ancient tree with gentle whispers.

Suddenly hushed to silence, the crowd watched as Lance took his place opposite Meredith. They stared at each other, their eyes telling tales of love and battles fought together. The priest began his incantation in a language known only to few – the ancient tongue of the wild-kin. His voice was deep and resonant, echoing out across the silent fields and hills.

"Here," he began in the language of Lytos, "under the watchful eye of the great tree, we join two souls in matrimony. Two individuals who have faced adversity and emerged not only stronger but also bonded."

He turned toward Lance, "Do you pledge your heart to Meredith, promising to cherish her through all chapters of life and death?"

Lance's gaze never wavered from Meredith's as he answered with a clear, strong voice: "I do." His words were steady, sincere - a proclamation that resonated through the silence. 

Then, the priest turned toward Meredith. "And do you, Meredith, pledge your heart to Lance, promising to cherish him through all chapters of life and death?" he asked.

Meredith's green eyes, sparkling under her jeweled veil, met Lance's gaze. A single tear of joy trickled down her cheek, and she answered in a voice like a summer breeze. 

"I do." 

The priest smiled at their declarations as his staff glowed with a faint light. He raised his hands towards the skies as nature seemed to join them in celebrating this precious moment. A gust of wind rustled through the ancient tree and its blossoms fell around them, covering the ground like a carpet of delicate white petals.

Lance extended his hand towards Meredith, and she took it without hesitation. Their fingers interlaced perfectly like two pieces of a puzzle finding their destined spots. They shared whispers of promises and hopes for the future, loving declarations that were meant for their ears alone. The priest wound a beautiful vine around their joined hands, symbolizing their eternal bond.

Lance felt the flicker of Meredith's gift as she made it bloom with flowers. Lance answered with shadows, wrapping them around them as smoothly as the vines.

"By the power granted to me by the gods," the priest said. "I proclaim that you are joined in their sight, as husband and wife."

A cheer went up from those watching. Lance leaned forward. It was under this tree that he'd first lost Meredith, and now, under it, he would be joined to her forever. His lips met hers, and he knew that they would never be apart again.
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WISH

(Wish, Book One)

 

In a long-anticipated new vampire series by Morgan Rice, #1 bestselling author of The Vampire Journals (1,500 five star reviews), 17 year old Taylor Night, exiled from her trailer park in Texas to a juvenile detention camp in the rainy Northwest, tries to understand her mysterious power while surviving on an island of misfits. But when she finds herself having a crush on a mysterious boy, Taylor realizes he is not what he seems—and that her own destiny may be far greater than she imagined.

 

"TURNED is a book to rival TWILIGHT and VAMPIRE DIARIES, and one that will have you wanting to keep reading until the very last page! If you are into adventure, love and vampires this book is the one for you!" 

--Vampirebooksite.com 

 

WISH is book #1 in a new series by #1 bestselling author Morgan Rice, a USA Today bestseller and critically acclaimed author of the fantasy series The Sorcerer’s Ring (over 3,000 five star reviews) and the vampire fantasy series The Vampire Journals (over 1,500 five star reviews). 

 

Mistfalls Wilderness Camp is an awful place, a series of islands in the rainy Northwest, populated by delinquents and outcasts from their families. It is supposed to be a remedial place—but Taylor soon learns something else is happening here. They are training the kids here for something. But what?

 

These kids are all different, not normal somehow. And as Taylor herself goes through changes she doesn’t understand, she can’t help but wonder: is she different, too? 

 

But when a mysterious boy comes along, unlike anyone she’s ever met, Taylor is shocked at the power of her crush, and ready to risk it all for him.

 

But will their forbidden love take them both down for good?

 

Weaving a world of fantasy, love, destiny and sacrifice, WISH is a page-turning vampire saga, one that will whisk you away to another place and make you fall in love with a bold new heroine as you turn pages late into the night. With shocking twists and turns at every corner, you will not put it down. Fans of books such as Crush, Twilight and Vampire Academy are sure to fall in love!

 

Future books in the series are also available.

 

 “TURNED grabbed my attention from the beginning and did not let go….This story is an amazing adventure that is fast paced and action packed from the very beginning.” 

--Paranormal Romance Guild 

 

“An action packed fantasy sure to please fans of Morgan Rice’s previous novels, along with fans of works such as The Inheritance Cycle by Christopher Paolini…. Fans of Young Adult Fiction will devour this latest work by Rice and beg for more.” 

--The Wanderer, A Literary Journal (regarding Rise of the Dragons) 

 

“If you thought that there was no reason left for living after the end of the Sorcerer’s Ring series, you were wrong. Morgan Rice has come up with what promises to be another brilliant series….” 

--Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos (regarding Rise of the Dragons)

 

[image: img1.jpg]

 

WISH

(Wish, Book One)




 

 

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!
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