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Chapter One (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Emuir. It rose before Lief and Aedon like a glorious, verdant crown upon the land. A swell in the emerald sea that was Tir-na-Alathea’s eternal summer forest. Aedon had seen it thrice before – and yet still, it took away his breath, for it was more than he had remembered in all ways. On the crest beside him, Lief halted, her face soft with reverent wonder as she drank in the sight too, her eyes glimmering with the thin sheen of unshed tears at what it meant for them to have reached the glorious capital city of the living forest.

The road dipped ahead, falling into the gentle valley, but the city rising before them was no natural phenomenon. Trees as high as hills soared far above their brethren, fed by the powerful magics of the Queen of the Living Forest and the Wellspring of magic deep below that laced the water with unnatural grace. Their canopies stretched wider than any grand buildings Aedon had seen, and within their boughs nestled the centre of the woodland realm’s civilisation.

A quiver of nerves tremored through him. The sight was magnificent – yet here was the danger he had run from for so long. And, foolishly, he willingly walked into Her waiting arms inside that city. It was his last chance to turn away; but he would not. Could not. It was not the first time Aedon admonished himself for a fool, and it would not be the last.

Beside him, if Lief could sense his mixed awe and discomfort, she did not show it. She overflowed with ascendant magic, the blight upon her held at bay by the grace of the aleilah he had administered in the desperation of that dark night, over a week before. The sweet, warm breeze that tugged them towards Emuir seemed to strengthen the eagerness in her every step, and she rocked forward on the balls of her feet, though she did not move – instead, turning to Aedon.

“Isn’t it magnificent?” she said, grinning.

He could not help but smile back. The joy within her, brimming from her glittering amber eyes, was infectious. “Every time I see it, it stuns me anew.”

“You’ve been here before?”

“Yes.” Both officially in his capacity as the general of the Winged Kingsguard – the legendary dragon riders of Pelenor – and the unofficial one. As a thief. It was the latter that had landed him in all this mess – no matter how worthy the cause. He still had no regrets, Aedon realised, even as he examined the trepidation within him. No; this is merely a healthy fear of Queen Solanaceae. No matter what terms they were on, even if She regarded him benevolently as one of Her favoured few, he would be truly foolish to trust the elven monarch.

Lief cocked her head. “Will you tell me about it sometime?”

“Of course.” If I get the chance. Perhaps it would be pleasant to share that daring escapade with her at full length – of his liberation of the aleilah with his equally daring companions. Perhaps she would laugh, or perhaps she would be outraged, as she typically was when he reminded her of any part of his less than typically noble days. But Aedon was under no false impressions. The moment Solanaceae laid eyes upon him – if he ever got that far – he would be imprisoned once more. Or obliterated.

“Come on,” said Lief with fresh relish. Despite the seeming closeness of Emuir, they were still a day’s travel away; the trees of the city were so huge that it seemed they were far closer than reality. Aedon eyed the edge of the road as they walked in companionable silence. The pale, crushed stone gave way to a tangle of greenery, heavy with berries and flowers, with branches stretched overhead, casting a delicate lattice of shadows upon the road. It was an altogether deceptively innocent picture in the midday sun. One that Aedon was not duped by.

He had seen some of the worst of this forest. Endured it. Barely escaped it. Between the forest’s natural dislike of outsiders and Solanaceae’s gleefully murderous intent, Aedon wondered if he ought to be surprised he had even survived to see Emuir again. But that was not his to wonder.  I’m here now. And he had a bargain to strike.

With every step, the road grew busier, and Lief and Aedon’s companionable silence changed to a tense, wary vigil. Aedon was a noticeable foreigner, from his paler colouring and stockier, tall build, and it meant every eye was drawn to him as they passed others. Foreigners were rarely seen in the living forest – even in Emuir. The realm of Tir-na-Alathea was a closed place. Few dared tread there. And none dared trade. For what could mortal lands provide that could not be bettered by the hands and magic of the woodland elves – or the power of their forest?

Lief no longer walked close to Aedon’s side – their hands no longer brushing with each step. Gone was the rush he felt every time it happened. Now, she distanced herself as though a third walked unseen between them. Her warm, carefree smile, which Aedon had only just begun to see over recent days, had closed once more, a permanent frown now embedded upon it. He hated the living forest – and Solanaceae – for it, because it was yet another sign of the change that was to come. One that both of them had pretended did not exist. One that neither of them could avoid.

Even when they stopped that night, forging off the road to find one of the hundreds of small boma – the small, magically protected clearings – that existed to shelter passing elves on their way to and from the capital, Lief remained distant from him, barely meeting his eyes when their gazes snagged before darting her attention elsewhere. A bitter taste rose in Aedon’s mouth at that. It seemed as though their hard-won survival and friendship – and whatever more that bubbled unsaid alongside that – had already been tainted by what was to come.

He had enjoyed, even if for a few days, the simple pleasures of life upon the road again – choosing a fresh place to rest each day, seeing where the road led, drinking in the wealth of scenery... and the joy of her company, untainted by the blight and the hostility that had combusted between them initially. In each thread of that hardship unpicked and rewrought, they had forged something stronger, deeper, better – something that would disappear the moment they set foot in Emuir. Something that already disintegrated with each step they took towards it.

Lief busied herself unpacking what little food they had left, bestowed by Kat’har and the bounty of the forest that they had foraged or hunted along the way. Aedon stood unmoving, his pack hanging from one shoulder. Wanting to bridge the yawning silence of all that remained unspoken between them. And not knowing how.

“Lief,” Aedon said, reaching out a hand across the space between them as she stood, facing away, and faltered, not sure what he would – or could – say next. This knocked the breath from him in a different way than the tension caused by their approach to Emuir did. This stole his inner warmth for a different reason. Knowing that whatever existed between them, the semblance of friendship, no matter how genuine it was, no matter that they could now work in harmony as easily as breathing, it seemed... it would soon end.

Aedon could not help but feel bitterness wash through him every time he thought about it – and so often, he tried not to think about it, yet still, it burdened him. Knowing that when they crossed into Emuir, he would return to his role as a captive, and Lief to hers as a ranger of Tir-na-Alathea. Aedon could not help but feel anger too, a seething malcontent, that it had been nothing more than a fanciful dream, that he had been naive enough to believe anything could have existed between them that was more than their duty. Foolish enough to believe he had found anything close to a friend again.

From the way she looked at him with dismay and distance clouding her features... perhaps she felt the same. 

“Things won’t be the same when we reach Emuir,” he said softly.

“No,” she admitted, swallowing. Around them, the life of the forest was muted by the protective magics of the boma, and it felt that, for the last time, they were in a small pocket of the world alone together.

“I won’t have a chance to tell you all those stories.” Not from where he was going.

Lief gazed at him as the shadows of dusk fell about them and the dawdling lights of fireflies illuminated in the greenery, but she did not make a move forward. “I suppose you will have to tell me them tonight, then,” she replied softly.

Aedon took a step towards her, and she did not fall back. Emboldened, he took another step. “You won’t be able to teach me more of glamours,” he realised aloud.

Lief smiled sadly. “And I doubt I could teach you all I know in one night.” They had been practising a little when they did not get lost in talking each evening after they stopped to rest, though Aedon still struggled to glamour anything bigger than a leaf with any conviction. He did not understand how she managed it as easily as breathing – and it only made him further in awe of her.

It did not matter anyway. What use were glamours in his impending imprisonment – no doubt stripped of his magic in any case – or death? Aedon wondered if Lief knew that Solanaceae would most likely kill him. It gave him a wild edge of urgency and fear that drove him to take another step forward, towards the fiery wood elf who had reignited his desire to live once more.

“I wish we could stay here forever,” he admitted. It was dangerous, he knew it, to speak of feelings here, so close to the shadow of their diverging fates. And yet he could not help himself; if he was to lose it all anyway, what was the point of holding back? He had done so every day since healing her with the aleilah and only regretted it in the dark hours of the night as he lay cold and alone.

She closed her eyes against that, as though she could block it out – and he knew then that she felt the same. Aedon bridged the last step between them. His pack fell from his shoulder to lay discarded on the ground as he gathered Lief in his arms.

Her head buried into his neck, the sweet smell of her hair – washed the day before with flowery soap that Mirielle had slipped into her pack before they had left – wafting over him. His arms tightened around her slim form as hers wound into the fabric of his tunic at his hips.

“I don’t know what this is... but I don’t want it to end, Lief na Arboreali. You have given me more life these last weeks than all the years of my time here. I’m not asking anything of you, but I wish things could be different.”

“I want that too,” she whispered into his neck, a hot huff of her breath tickling his skin. He nearly groaned with the pleasure of it.

“Tomorrow... when we reach Emuir... I may never see you again.” Aedon spoke aloud the fear that had plagued him for days now.

Lief stiffened against him. “She would not... I... I will speak for you.”

“No,” Aedon cut her off, more sharply than he had intended. “No,” he repeated more softly. “I would not see you suffer Her ire for me.”

“But you have atoned for that crime. Twenty-five years, Aedon. For one bottle of aleilah? Surely, She will see your punishment ended, even without all you have done for me, for my people.”

-
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AEDON DID NOT REPLY, and Lief’s heart sank. Clearly, he believed that not to be the case. Yet again, she wondered how her Queen could be so callous, even if it seemed treasonous to think so. She did not – could not – understand why his punishment had been so severe for such a small thing. Nor could she understand why it felt like she too was to be punished for it. For finally, after so long, and so much hurt, she had learned to trust again. However fragile, and yet out of both of their control, it was to be broken once more.

A part of her had known, Lief insisted to herself as they stood under the darkening sky, surrounded by the silent firefly dance amidst the symphony of the forest, come to life with new vigour for the nocturnal hours. A part of her must have known, for she had held back still, even in the recent nights, when she could have so easily reached out to him, knowing he would not turn her away. Neither of them could deny the undercurrent of something more that bound them, drawing them together for chance touches that flashed heat between them. Lingering contact and heavy glances of all that was unsaid.

It could not have been the hurt caused by Finarvon’s betrayal that made Lief hold back, she reasoned; such pain was so deeply ingrained, yet, with Aedon, she felt at such ease, it was as though such hurt no longer existed. No. She had known, too, that the closer they drew to Emuir, the further from each other they had to become. The more it would hurt if they tangled together anymore and then had to separate. A wood elf of Tir-na-Alathea would never be able to do anything more than tryst with a Pelenor elf, and she respected him too much for that. Respected herself. Yet, if they had no future... Lief bit her lip. She did not want to part ways with him, always wondering what might have been. Always holding back. Always regretting it.

And so, under the light of the moon, Lief slipped her hand up his chest – his gasp of surprise was not lost upon her – up his neck, tipped her head back, and pulled him to her waiting mouth.

His warm lips enveloped hers, soft and tentative – waiting for permission. He knew of her past. Knew what it meant for her to let go. Knew how much it meant to give that acquiescence. Lief relaxed into him. It seemed so natural that they would join; their bodies’ curves and angles locked into each other, their lips fitting together like a puzzle.

And, as she tugged him to the waiting nest of moss, and they moved as one, falling together, Lief knew she would not regret it, only the circumstances that parted them.

-
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LIEF AWOKE TO GENTLE birdsong filtering through the forest with the muted sunlight and early morning mist that teased the land into waking. They were a tangle of limbs; she lay upon Aedon’s arm, tucked into his bare chest, his arms locked around her. Their magic and her natural hot-blooded nature, acclimatised to sleeping out under the stars with no need for shelter or covers, had kept them warm through the night, but now, the mist seemed to nip at her skin, a small, unpleasant reminder that it was all over. Never again.

She shifted, rising onto an elbow, her curtain of auburn hair loose for once – and as it slid across her back, there came a memory of his hands raking through it in fiery streams as they joined together in ecstasy. 

With her movement, Aedon stirred, pulling her closer instinctively before an eye cracked open. At the sight of her bare chest, level with his face, she felt him harden against her, and heat pulsed in her core.

Lief tremored. They had to rise. Emuir called. She did not want to break the magic, leave their bubble – not yet. And so she sank back to his embrace willingly and claimed him again.

-
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THEY WASHED IN A NEARBY stream together, slowly, reverently. Lief relished the cold water upon her skin, the warmth of his hands as he cleaned her, tracing over every inch of her body. As she did the self-same – and, stealing more time than they had once more – they fell into each other’s bodies once more. A last, passionate, desperate distraction, that time, from what was to come.

They returned to the boma and dressed in silence. What was there to say? No pleasantries were worth the breath they were spoken with. And no words could she put to what they had shared – and would never be able to share again. She knew from his dull, crestfallen gaze upon the ground that he felt the same. Already, a vast distance yawned between them. She longed to close it. She knew he did too. And yet... they could not. It was over. With a finality that was heavy upon her heart.

At last, their packs ready once more, it was time. Aedon faced her in silence. She met his gaze. They were both impassive. Emotions locked away behind high, deep walls, as they had been upon their first meeting. But Lief saw the tell-tale flicker of something deep in his eyes, and an ache rose in her chest at the sight of it. She wanted to rage at the world tearing them apart with such cruel ambivalence when they had only just met.

“Whatever we had here was real,” Aedon vowed, “and if we never have it again, I shall still be grateful for it... for these weeks... for you.” He held out his hands, palm up – but not to take hers.

Lief swallowed. He offered himself to her freely, as they had done to each other that night past. But this time... not for intimacy. This was a violation of all of that, no matter that he gave himself so willingly for her to bind him, for there was no way he could walk into Emuir as a free elf beside her.

“I... don’t want to do it.” Lief gritted her teeth, swallowing around the lump in her throat. She did not want to, but she would bind him nonetheless. She had no choice. He knew that as well as she.

And so he only raised his hands higher and smiled at her with such tender warmth breaking through that impassive mask for a moment that it nearly broke her. She was delivering him like a lamb to slaughter. And neither of them had a choice. Neither of them was free to make such a choice.

It was as though he knew what she thought. “Our freedom was simply an illusion, as it so often is,” Aedon murmured, his words mimicking those he had spoken to her on one of those early nights, during one of those first few moments when she felt as though there were more to the elf before her than a criminal, a liar, and a thief.

Lief stepped forwards, blinking back hot, angry tears, and called her magic forth. “I’m sorry,” she said thickly as her magic bound him – golden threads forming a great net that shrank into his skin – not kindly, not cruelly, but taking away the freedom she believed he deserved, that her laws stated he could not have.
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Chapter Two (The Hidden Valley)
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Morrigan quivered with excitement at the news. A new prisoner. He is mine. She rushed along the dark hallway, the dank chill harrying her steps, and slowed at the last minute to adjust herself. To don the persona she was required to have at all times. To be anything else – to be anything less – would get her nowhere.

Her pale hands were like ghosts in the night as they smoothed down her black, slim-fitting garments, brushing past soft velvet, warm against the winter chill, and dyed leather, the functional aspect of her attire. She straightened her spine, standing tall. Lifted her pointed chin. Set her mouth, her face, into a bored, disdainful sneer – the mask of her rank. And only then did she rap thrice on the door at the end of the hall.

“Mother Oracle?”

“Enter.”

Morrigan hesitated for a moment. One moment, in which both hands rose to her face. To stroke with her forefingers down the twin crescent scars upon her cheeks. A reminder of her luck. Her fortitude. Her birthright. She gripped the freezing, round iron handle, twisted, and pushed. The door shuddered open – rusting like every other thing in the damned place – revealing her mother’s sacred quarters.

“Mother Oracle.” Morrigan murmured, and strode forwards, dropping to her knees before the regal woman within, who stood before an altar littered with all manner of curious talismans and ancient scripts as she deciphered their Lord’s will.

“Daughter.” Her mother’s voice was cold. They were mother and daughter in more ways than one – by the bond of blood and the bond of religion, for Morrigan’s mother was the Mother Oracle of the Order of Valxiron. The mouth of his will, dictated by the scriptures that had been carefully saved from his rule and passed down through thousands of years.

And yet the strongest bond between them – the one of blood – was never more than a conversation piece. Morrigan did not care; it was all she had known. All she had been trained for. For one day, she would take her mother’s place. But there was plenty to do first.

“I want the new prisoner.” Morrigan did not waste time with pleasantries.

Her mother turned to peer down at her, her own face the mirror of Morrigan’s, from the mask of displeasure to the twin scars that marked her as Valxiron’s chosen servant, one who would remain unspoiled and unsullied by the taint of mortal existence.

“This, again? No.”

“It is beyond time. I have the training, and I have waited long enough.” The edge of a snarl crept into Morrigan’s voice, and she berated herself for it. To show emotion, such mortal weakness – for though pure elven blood flowed through their veins, they were but fleeting children of life where it came to Valxiron and his immortality – was a weakness. One that her mother would not miss.

Indeed, Bellatrix’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “Your conduct contradicts your words,” she replied flatly and turned back to her altar, thumbing the chain of precious tumbled stones through her fingers, one after the other after the other, as her other hand traced lines of scriptures written in tongues Morrigan had not yet had the honour of learning.

“If you will not decree it, I will take it upon myself,” Morrigan warned.

Bellatrix whirled on her. “Stupid, foolish brat! And thus, you prove yourself unworthy.” Her face was a vicious snarl, twisting those matching scars into jagged lines upon her sallow cheeks. “Stay out of what does not concern y—”

“It does concern me! If I am to be your successor, then in every sense I must devote myself, and I shall. Let me be the one to carve up his body and soul and offer it to our Lord.” Morrigan crept forwards, the rough stone biting into her knees in her fervour.

“The grandmasters will determine his fate, as is their job, and you, daughter, should n—” 

“Grandmasters be damned.” Her mother superseded them all, if Valxiron’s doctrine were to truly be followed. She knew it. Her mother knew it. And for once, couldn’t the hateful witch do something for her daughter?

Bellatrix’s nostrils flared, her waxy white face paling yet further. Morrigan knew she had pushed it too far. And before the words had even formed upon her mother’s tongue, she fled.

“Get out!” The snarl rang after her.

-
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IT WAS THE COLD THAT awoke Vasili. A chill so deep it seemed as though his very bones were frozen. Vasili groaned softly, the barest escape of breath from his lungs, and as he inhaled – skies above – it bit into him like knives, the air was so cold.

He opened his eyes, just a crack, to a dark world turned upon its side. Slowly, so slowly, his senses awoke. Vasili realised that he lay upon hard stone covered with rotting, mouldy old rushes that gave no protection from the chill or the hardness. He was curled up, and his booted feet touched something – a wall. Pain stabbed him once more as he tilted his head, craning his neck to look.

It was so dark, he could see little, in truth. Stone though. He was certain it was stone. He wondered that it could be so dark; not even night was so purely obsidian. Bars stood before him, tall sentinels standing silent guard. It dawned with gradual realisation – and then crashing urgency. It’s a prison.

It came in a flood; he recalled what had passed – or at least, fragments of it. That made Vasili groan again. That Icarus had been so foolish, that Vasili had had no way to escape. But Icarus... Did he make it to safety? Vasili sat bolt upright, ignoring the protest from his stiff form – and realising then that his hands and feet were bound. Vasili flopped back to the ground, unable to right himself, balance himself, in the tight space, with the ropes cutting into his wrists, and bit back a cry as his face smashed upon the rough stone.

Everything hurt, as though he had been beaten. He probably had, he reasoned, once he had been knocked unconscious. Yet nothing seemed to be broken. His body hurt as though from a long training session being bashed around the training ring by Nico.

Vasili could not remember clearly what had happened since Icarus had fled and he had been incapacitated. It was a flash of jarring images that did not seem to stitch together. The giant dragon, throwing them about like rags. Icarus, wounded, flying off into the dark, and the behemoth giving chase... whilst the Order of Valxiron members pummelled Vasili into submission. The smell of burning, and the bite of snow into his cheek as they pressed him into the ground, bound him, and then... blackness. Nothing.

Now, Vasili’s senses fired to life. He was in enemy territory – their captive. He was alive. That was useful information; that they had not killed him was a mercy, for it gave him a chance... and it was also a clue. They needed him. It was less reassuring that he had no idea for what end.

He could feel nothing – not his magic, not Icarus, nothing. That both terrified and soothed him. If he could not feel Icarus, there was every chance his dragon companion had escaped... that meant a chance of Icarus reaching safety. Alerting Tristan and the Winged Kingsguard to his plight – and that of the missing scout patrol that they had discovered in the valley. 

But my magic... They must have stripped me of it. Vasili swallowed. No matter how hard he tried, he could not call upon his magic to warm him through. They had left him with his cloak, at least. He wrapped it around himself and huddled with his knees drawn to his chest, his first priority warming himself through to any capacity.

Now he was glad he had not blindly cried out into the darkness to seek help. The longer it was before they realised he had awoken, the longer he had to prepare himself. To discover as much as he could about where he was. To recover.

His pulse thundered, raised by the threat, the rush of fight or flight sending every sense on edge. Vasili drew a deep breath, and then another, forcing himself to still, slow, calm. Just like Tristan had trained them. It was far easier in the safe confines of the Dragon’s Nest – when his life was not threatened.

That fear hammered through Vasili, unrelenting, setting his nerves on edge, and his thoughts turned to home. Long since he had called it such, but truly it had always been. They will have no idea, he thought regretfully of his parents. His father had always been hard on him, but he knew that if he died there, it would crush them.

He could see it in his mind’s eye; his mother Harper’s soft, grey eyes filled with tears, and the hard set of his father Dimitrius’s mouth as he comforted her, brimming with his own raw grief. Something twisted in his own heart at that, for he did not want to cause them pain; somehow, his time at the Winged Kingsguard had seemed like little more than a jaunt so far, an adventure to be had without consequence. For the first time, he could now understand his parents’ worries as they tried to convince him that he was too young to enroll, that he would be better off waiting a few years to be sure.

Then, he thought of his twin sister, Venya – with no small amount of shame. They had spent their first years almost as one being – twin souls. He had not seen her in almost a full turn of the year, since the last midwinter festivities, celebrated at home with their parents. It has been too long since I saw her. Since I made the effort. She’s so happy with her fancy library, and I never even thought to visit. Never even spared her the time. Now, he regretted that too – wished he could visit that very second – but he could not change any of it. Vasili closed his eyes against the thoughts of his family, but it did no good.

In the distance, a faint light grew as he opened his eyes once more. A red faelight that cast a sickly hue upon all it touched and cast the tunnel into bloody relief. A figure beyond it. Vasili froze, barely breathing, barely moving, as it drew closer. His body sang of fear and every muscle was taut, ready to leap into action – not that there was anywhere for him to flee.

The figure halted and remained, unspeaking, unmoving, some yards away. Huddled within his cloak, Vasili was able to sneak a surreptitious glance at the figure, confident they could barely perceive him as more than a lump upon the floor curled into himself.

The height and build... It is a young woman, Vasili realised. So slight and skeletally thin, from the silhouette the light cast her in against the blackness beyond, that he could not be sure it was even a girl. What on earth is a girl doing here?? As far as he knew, the Order of Valxiron was mostly men’s business, though there were a few women in the ranks. But... girls? I suppose if this is a stronghold, these people will have made families. Bred.

He looked at the shadowy figure again. It did not matter who it was; above all, everyone here was his enemy. And so, despite his shaking hands, Vasili pushed himself onto his hands and knees, and then up to a standing position, drawing himself up as tall as he could.

“What do you want? Who are you?” His voice rang out, authoritative, deep, the hint of an echo calling him back.

Yet the figure did not reply. Instead, the girl, woman – whoever she was – melted into the darkness and took the faelight with her. Perturbed, Vasili retreated into the corner of his tiny prison, finding some small comfort in the wall of jagged rock at his back. And there he sat again, wrapping his cloak around him once more and sending a silent prayer into the skies somewhere above him.

Please let Icarus be free. Please come back for me. With a host of dragon riders.
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Chapter Three (The Dragon’s Nest)
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Icarus laboured, his lungs burning with every flap of his wings, but he redoubled his efforts, his wings fed by terror, his energy long fled. The cold air seared as he drew it in, high above the snow-capped peaks.

The giant black dragon had hunted him without mercy from the great hidden lake, through the twisting, turning, cliff-lined valleys, through the mountains. It seemed it would never stop hunting him, and Icarus set his teeth, growling to himself as he strained, flying higher and higher, hoping that perhaps he could outreach it in altitude instead, that just maybe its body would give out first in the thinned air. Icarus was the fastest dragon in the Dragon’s Next outpost, and yet this black monstrosity, reeking of dark magic and malevolence, could keep up with seeming ease.

Icarus had managed to escape him – so far – yet the day grew long and, dragon or not, Icarus’s strength was fading. The outpost was still a day away – if his nose had guided him true – and Icarus knew it was his only chance of reaching safety. It was a slim hope of survival, but he had no desire to be torn to shreds by the black dragon that chased him, roaring so loud it jarred his head, and with flames so far reaching they warmed Icarus’s tail as he fled.

How could you be so foolish? He berated himself yet again; his slip of temper had cost everything. I lost control. And indeed, he had; the sight of those dragons, kept captive in pits, worse off even than livestock kept by elves and mortals... it had boiled his blood. He had lost all sense of rational thought in his fury. Not even Vasili had managed to break through that ire – until it was too late for them both.

The look on Vasili’s face as Icarus had left at his bidding – he had only learned to read human emotions visually with Vasili’s help – had been nothing compared to the feelings that rolled off Vasili in far more visceral waves. Agony. And pure fear. Each was a punch to Icarus’s own heart as Icarus had launched himself into the sky to flee, their only chance of salvation.

Icarus pushed away the regret; he could not falter. Not now. He chanced a glance behind and groaned. The black dragon had gained. Its bulk filled his vision. Icarus roared with frustration, and rose higher still...

...Before a wild idea took him.

Suddenly, Icarus dropped.

His wings tucked close, he plummeted from the sky, faster than a mortal eye could see. It took a moment for the black dragon to realise – and by the time the giant beast had wheeled around in the sky, searching for him, Icarus had already reached the shadows of a canyon, soaring sideways, his wingtips to the sky and ground to make his profile from above as small as possible and to ensure he could fly between the narrowing canyon walls.

Shade fell over him – for pine trees clung impossibly onto the rocky faces, crowding the top of the cliffs, obscuring him from view. Blending with the dappled green of his hide perfectly. And smothering his scent. Icarus alighted on the very cliff itself, for there was nowhere else to land, his claws crunching into the stone and latching on tightly so he did not fall. He pressed his wings to the rock too, hooking the claw at the top of his wings in, coiling his tail around a ridge in the stone – and froze.

He held in a sneeze. Dragons hated the scent of pine – it crawled inside his nose, itching, burning – an allergy of sorts – but he bore it without complaint, for it was far better than being torn limb from limb by the giant dragon. Instead, he remained still. Like a statue carved as the giant dragon roared overhead with pure fury. The trees above him swayed with the force of the gusts battering them from the giant’s wings as it hunted this way and that for a sign of its prey. The trees creaked and moaned as they writhed, hiding any trace of his heaving breath. Icarus forced it to slow nonetheless. The dragon would not fit in the crevice – not without trouble – but Icarus had no desire to be trapped there and hunted at leisure should he be detected.

And then – Icarus waited.

Long into the night, until his muscles shook from the exertion of being clamped in position on the rock face for so long. But his wings had time to freshen once more, until they practically tingled, longing to be upon the air again.

Still, he waited, until the new day dawned and all signs of the dragon had faded. He itched to leave, but Icarus did not so much as twitch.

Until the next night he kept his vigil, until his belly yawned with the first pangs of true hunger, for it had been days since his last kill, and his mouth was dry and parched – no hint of snow in the valley to eat as a last resort, and the running water far below him far too perilous to attempt to reach in the canyon.

Still, he waited. Knowing that if he were the hunter, he would wait too, wait for his prey to become overconfident – or desperate – and leave its hiding place. The back of his neck seemed to crawl – and not just from his allergy to the pine all around – at the thought of that black dragon curled around a peak high above, watching and waiting for him to make a mistake.

Icarus could not afford to. Not when Vasili’s survival depended on it. If he is even still alive. Icarus’s jaw opened in a silent snarl at that intruding thought. He pushed it away. He could not even contemplate the possibility.

And so Icarus waited for his chance to escape back to the Dragon’s Nest, to Captain Tristan, to speak of his shame and the danger that faced them all from the hidden city in the mountains where the Order of Valxiron dwelt.
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Chapter Four (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Bound, with Lief holding the magical golden chain that controlled him, Aedon followed Lief to the road in silence. They walked for hours, without speaking a word, each step drawing them closer to the behemoth trees that formed Emuir. For all the closeness of the previous night, it could not have been a greater contrast; the unbreachable emotional gulf that now separated them, filled with silent bitterness, was as wide as an ocean.

The road thronged with elves passing to and from the capital on all manner of business – but Lief paid them no heed, staring instead at the pale stone that passed underfoot with each step taken towards their parting. She looked up, however, as shadow swallowed them.

Overhead, two great trees arched over the road, their limbs intertwining, heavy with vines and flowers that ran between the great specimens. No formal gate – no defensible position – was needed, but this was the boundary. The passage to Emuir. Once they set foot inside the capital city, there would be no going back. Lief wanted nothing more than to turn from that path – and Aedon’s slowing steps beside her told her he felt the same.

They passed under the arch together.

Lief felt the warmth of magic ripple over her as the city’s magic enveloped them. Somehow, the air was even warmer here, though less humid, and the dappled shade cast by the enormous trees of Emuir offered welcome shade upon them after the baking sun of the road that morning.

The road dwindled to winding paths between the giant trunks, each wider than a house, with stairs and platforms rising and falling on an elaborate system of pulleys and ropes, allowing a steady stream of elves to ascend into the boughs above, and the bridges and walkways through the canopy that the Tir-na-Alatheans were so famed for.

On edge, Lief drew closer to Aedon, her attention flicking between her surroundings and the elves around them. It was a sensory overload that set her on edge; she had not realised how much she had grown used to the solitude of the forest. How much the cacophony of life and the thrum of bodies grated on her nerves. She gritted her teeth and forged through the crowds, following an old memory of where the Queen’s rangers stationed themselves.

A whistle greeted them, an elaborate trill like the call of a bird, and Lief glanced up, automatically raising her hand in reply to the wave from above. A rope dropped close by, and a blur slid from above, landing with feline grace upon the forest floor with a soft crunch. A wood elf, dressed in the ranger’s uniform of Emuir, brighter, bolder emeralds to her muted moss green and golden threads embellishing his breast with a delicate chase of vines.

“Well met,” he said with an easy smile, glancing them up and down. His eyebrow rose in interest at Aedon. At the slim chain of glittering magic that bound him to Lief. “What have we here?” he asked, his voice casual and mild, but Lief saw how he tensed ever so slightly, now seeing Aedon for the hint of a threat, bound or not.

“A captive of special interest to the Queen,” Lief replied, keeping her own tone bland, disinterested, and her face an empty mask that gave nothing away. “I have urgent news of my own, too, from Lune; the border is breached, and Lune has fallen.”

The elf’s dark face paled. “W-wh... I beg your pardon? Come,” he gathered himself. “You’re welcome to wait with us. I’ll pass a message upwards to my commander; she will decide what to do. I’ll take him.” He reached for Aedon – for the chain she held.

“No!” Lief exclaimed and coughed, blooming red at her mistake. “I have travelled far with him, and I would not see him out of my sight. The Queen would not will it,” she added slowly, glaring at him earnestly and seriously to convey her sincerity.

The guard paused, glancing between them. “Of course. This way.” He guided them around the base of the tree onto a platform hanging just above the ground from mighty ropes that soared out of sight in the canopy above. With a burst of magic, up they flew into the treetops upon the platform. Lief suppressed a smile at the curse Aedon bit down upon next to her, and he latched onto her arm with unease.

“Scared of heights, hmm?” she hissed at him, grinning slyly.

He shot her a venomous look and scurried off the platform as quickly as he could when it halted beside a wide bough. As she turned, she realised the wood elf had gone ahead – calling to his comrades who lolled about on the bough outside a round portal that led inside the tree itself.

“Come,” he called to them as one elf detached from the group and dashed up rope-lined stairs set around the outside of the tree. They followed the elf up more slowly – Aedon soon breathing hard next to her at the climb.

A figure appeared above, blocking the sun high above for a moment, its shadow cast down upon them. Lief squinted upwards but could make nothing out until they had ascended to the same level and stood upon a balcony railed with pulsing cream flowers upon delicate sage-green vines, brimming with cream-tipped, serrated leaves. From there, they had a grand view of the canopy and the forest floor far below – but she paid no attention to any of it.

The wood elf standing before her was as still as a statue and, for all her dark skin, was as pale as if she had seen a ghost. “Aedon...?” His name slipped through her lips like an errant breeze.

Aedon’s attention snapped up from his feet, and he gaped too. “You!”

Lief glanced between them, frowning. They know each other?

“Me.” Her voice was calm and even. Giving nothing away. “You look terrible,” she said at last, folding her arms.

Aedon winced and grinned, running a hand through his tangled hair. “Not my finest, I’ll admit. You look to have done better for yourself, El’hari—”

The guard whirled on him, hand raised with a fist of magic to strike him for his disrespect, and stopped at a sharp, barked command from El’hari. “Leave us. Bring refreshments.”

He bowed his head and left, all the while glaring at Aedon with suspicious curiosity.

“I command the rangers of Emuir now,” El’hari said. Her hostility had melted, Lief noticed; every part of her had softened – to pity, she recognised. “Since... you know.” A shadow crossed her face.

“He would be so proud of you,” Aedon said, surprising Lief with the softness of his voice.

El’hari’s mouth hardened into a line, and she nodded. “I miss him still, even now.”

“He will be glad to know you cannot get rid of him.” A wry smile crept across Aedon’s face, matched by a more rueful twin upon El’hari’s.

Lief cleared her throat. What on Altarea is this?

“Forgive me,” El’hari said, inclining her head to Lief. “I did not mean to be rude. As you may have gathered, your captive and I have some history, and I’ll confess, his was the last face I ever expected to see here again. My scout tells me you bring grave news.”

“Yes...” Lief explained from the start – the moment she had noticed something wrong with the forest, that the border had been breached... what she had discovered waiting at Lune. And then Aedon took up the tale, not breaking as an elf returned with drinks and food for them that lay untouched as he spoke of the dark creatures that had chased them through the forest, blighted her people, and tainted the Wellspring.

As Aedon trailed off, El’hari leaned heavily against the flower-laden railing and sighed. “You never bring good news, Aedon.” But there was no mirth in her voice at that, and as she turned back to them, regarding first Aedon and then Lief grimly, Lief’s heart stuttered in mixed relief and fear – because she knew that El’hari believed them. And feared what it meant.

“I wish it were different too. We need to see the Queen – at once. Your realm is in danger, and for all our past adversity...” Aedon glanced at Lief for a second, and his throat bobbed. “I would not see harm come to your forest or your people now.”

To Lief’s surprise, El’hari bowed deeply to Aedon – who looked as shocked as she. “I thank you, Aedon. Given our past... I respect you even more for that. You could have run.”

Before he could reply, El’hari straightened and gestured to the platter of food awaiting them on a low table betwixt two woven chairs upon the balcony. “Sit, eat. Refresh yourselves. I will see the Queen at once and get you your audience. I will not do you the disservice of incarcerating you unless She bids me to.” El’hari’s eagle eyes were fixed upon Aedon.

He raised a hand to his breast in salute, and she matched it. “Thank you.”

And then El’hari vanished. One moment there, the next, gone, as she evanesced into the ether in the way the powerful wood elves of Emuir were famed for, travelling in an instant upon shadow and wind to her Queen.

Lief watched the spot where she had vanished from for a second before turning to Aedon, confusion and questions clouding her mind. How did they know each other? What was their relationship? Lief had no claim to him, none at all, and yet she already felt the protective clutch of jealousy tugging her, that he might have shared a relationship with this elf too.

Aedon sighed, breaking her thoughts. “Well. That was unexpected, but I hope it will make it easier.”

“Who is she?” The words came out rougher than Lief had intended. The shadow of Finarvon’s infidelity – that betrayal – still stung sharp when she was reminded of it, it seemed, no matter what had passed between her and Aedon since.

The food and drink lay forgotten still between them.

Aedon frowned, though she was not sure at what, before he answered. “I do not think you could ever call us friends, but once, we were enemies, and now, I suppose, we are ambivalent to each other. Do you remember the tales I told you – of the Chronicles of Pelenor? I know we did not finish the story – make it to that final battle – but El’hari was there throughout. My bane at first, hunting me for the Queen, for my punishment for stealing the aleilah.”

Lief recalled now that he had said he had been chased through the forests by wood elves intent on revenge after his crime against their Queen.

“My captor, then, along with her brother. They were both critical in that final battle, and it was only then, joined together against something greater and more terrible than us all, that we, at last, trusted one another. Her brother gave his life for the cause. In the end, he saved mine too.”

Here, Aedon paused, and Lief could see him glaze over, lost in a memory that took him far from the gentle, warm breeze and the rustle of leaves, the hubbub of life far below. “She returned to the forest to gain the Queen’s aid – if not for El’hari, all would have been lost. She is a heroine. It’s strange. As I did with everyone else, I wondered what happened to her after fate scattered us all to the winds. I don’t know what I expected, but I’m glad she is well. She deserves it.”

The spike of jealousy soothed in Lief at his words – at the tone he used. Aedon was genuine, she knew that, with no ulterior motives. Once more, she hated that Finarvon had tainted her ability to trust anyone again, no matter that she knew Aedon was not cut from the same cloth.

They both sank into silence then and finally partook of the sweet, clear water and the fruit loaves that the guard had brought them.

It did not take long before El’hari returned. Grim-faced.

“She will see you – now. Come.”

-
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TREES AS OLD AS THE land, petrified to stone and frozen for eternity, circled the council space. Their outstretched arms wove together in a series of arches, as though columns had been placed and joined, once upon a time. Lief knew, however, that it had not been so; the wood elves did not, and had never used, stone in their construction. They had no need for it when they could sing trees to form dwellings with such ease.

Lief padded beside Aedon silently, filled with apprehension. The noise of the forest seemed muted here – the crashing of creatures through the brush distant, the song of birds muffled, as though they avoided this space. She could feel why. Magic permeated so deeply here; the very air felt thick and still with it. Below them, she could feel the great throb of power from the Wellspring of magic that fed Emuir. This was the seat of its power. The very heart of the realm. And ahead, the Queen awaited.

They passed under the stone boughs, which were bare of leaves, though ivy trailed over them with its own tangle of vibrant bounty. El’hari stayed under the arches’ shadows. Lurking or waiting, ally or foe, Lief could not be sure, but she wondered at it.

Inside the circle sat an arc of a dozen thrones, each different – wood, stone, gems, vines, flowers, all manner of materials and designs. One for each of the forest lords and ladies, Lief knew. In Lune, she was as far from such bureaucracy and hierarchy as was possible. She would have stopped to stare, examine each masterpiece at length and lost a day to her admiration of the craft that had fed them, had it not been for the figure directly ahead, seated upon the most imposing of all the thrones. Her attention fixed upon Lief and Aedon across the space, across the flat, mirror-like pool that sat, a perfect circle, inside the ring of petrified trees.

“My Queen,” Lief murmured and dropped to a knee, bowing her head. Aedon followed her – slowly.

Queen Solanaceae ignored her utterly, Her sole attention fixed upon Aedon, kneeling beside Lief. He was still – and she knew then that he was scared of the she-elf before them. That perturbed her more than anything. She could not tear her gaze away from the Queen. Lief did not know what she had expected, but Solanaceae was more in every wild, elvish way.

Solanaceae rose with predatory grace to Her feet. Shimmering fabrics, barely containing Her modesty, slid over Her supple, terracotta skin. Loose mahogany hair tumbled down to Her thighs, flowers woven into it, a match of the crown of blooms upon Her head that pulsed open and shut with a beat of their own. Ruby red lips tugged in a one-sided smirk, revealing the pointed white tip of a sharpened canine. Lief’s sixth sense prickled... Why did she feel like the elf Queen was a wolf, dressed in sheep’s skin?

“Well, well...” Those ruby lips parted, crooning at Aedon. “What do we have here?” Her words were lazy, like a wolf circling injured prey.
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Chapter Five (The Hidden Valley)
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Vasili must have fallen asleep during his long, stubborn vigil – waiting for the figure to reappear, or anyone else, to no avail – for it was the slight scrape of iron upon stone that awoke him.

Too late.

The door of iron bars slammed shut, though he could smell something other than the stench of excrement and damp mould... and his own fear.

Food.

A plate awaited him on the floor. But beyond the bars, watching him, standing by a tiny lantern... A small figure. This one was different. So much smaller – definitely a child. And a girl. Her pale face shadowed and dark with dirt, with skin so pale it seemed bone-white underneath the grime. A tatty, too short dress. Shoes so thin and worn they may as well have not existed, for all the use they were to her.

“Can you help me?” he called softly, trying not to alarm her.

Her big eyes shone in the faint lantern light, round and gleaming, the whites visible as she stared at him, seemingly petrified.

And then, she fled.

Mercifully leaving the light, as dim as it was.

Vasili sighed as the last of her footsteps echoed into nothingness. The smell of the food was nothing special – something warm and meaty. He was starving, his taut stomach grumbling.

Vasili fell upon the food, slurping down the weak, too-salty, sour broth and swallowing the stringy meat without chewing the gristle – trying all the while not to gag. He eagerly drank every drop of the water that she had left in a small, dented beaker, licking the cup to try to catch the last drops, not minding that his stomach seethed uneasily at the foul things he had just ingested. Looking past the off taste of the water. They wanted to keep him alive, that much was clear, and so he did not fear poison, at least.

But, as his head grew foggy and his thoughts cumbersome, Vasili groaned. Amateur mistake. They may not have poisoned him, but it had been laced with something. He shook his head, trying to shake off the feeling of dizzy drowsiness, but it was no use. Vasili looked around, but there was no relief, no way out, no cure... Had he really expected any different? To turn around and see the sky and the grass? Icarus waiting for him? That this would be nothing more than a nightmare...? His thoughts twisted in upon each other until he could barely perceive what was real and what was not.

It did not matter. He had no choice but to wait – for whatever end. Vasili dragged himself to the wall once more, slumped against it, and knew no more.
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Chapter Six (The Dragon’s Nest)
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Captain Tristan paced, worrying his throbbing forehead with the flat of his hand. The headaches were becoming worse – now a daily nuisance that were so heavy upon him he could barely see through the pounding pain. He unclenched his jaw – having been gritting his teeth unconsciously yet again – but had little to distract himself. Save for staring out of the window of his quarters of the Dragon’s Nest outpost – for the thousandth time that day.

Dull, steel clouds, as far as the eye could see, smothering the highest peaks and casting the valleys in bleak shadows devoid of colour. And nowhere upon the skies could he find what he sought – the shape of a small, green dragon returning with its rider.

Where are they? Tristan wondered again, worry lacing through him. He had not slept for three days now, and his eyes burned with the exhaustion of it, but a rider was missing. One of his own, and on his watch.

How could it have happened? He had given them the safest patrol, the closest one to the outpost, with Vasili’s fellow rider Nikolai... yet neither the other young rider nor his dragon had any idea of Vasili and Icarus’s whereabouts. Only that they had not returned on the first day of their patrol, or since... and Tristan had been away days longer on his own patrol before he had returned and realised.

He had had no idea that anything was amiss for days. Beside that, none of his riders had discovered anything to do with the lost riders. He could not help but blame himself for it – that not only had they found nothing... he had lost two of his own as well. If only I had returned sooner, perhaps I could have found them. Perhaps we ought to have never gone. Now, as he scanned the empty horizon again, their small nook of the mountains felt immeasurably vast. Tristan sighed, ran a hand through his dishevelled hair, and turned away to pace around his quarters again.

-
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TRISTAN JERKED AWAKE. It was sunset, and he was slumped in the chair before his desk. He groaned. Exhaustion had finally taken him, it seemed. As he moved, he groaned again at the stiffness in his limbs from such an awkward position. But his thoughts cleared as the clamouring broke through. The sound that had awoken him.

Urgent, low, and loud, a dragon bellowed outside. Pain, exhaustion, fear... desperation. Tristan leapt to his feet and dashed to his window. He could see part of the courtyard and the hindquarters and tail of... A green dragon! Vasili! Icarus!

Relief swept over Tristan, and, his exhaustion forgotten, he sprinted to the door, grabbing his cloak on the way past, and rushed to the courtyard. The great door was already ajar, other riders arriving. Tristan carved through them all, his scarlet cloak flapping as they parted to let him through, and then crowded after him.

Thank the skies! It was Icarus. The young dragon’s flanks heaved, and his limbs shook. His wings lay flat upon the ground, as though he did not even have the energy to tuck them away. Froth foamed at his mouth. He’s exhausted. It did not help the trepidation that tinged Tristan’s relief at their return. Something amiss has passed after all.

“Food! Water! At once!” Tristan ordered to no one in particular, but he did not care, knowing someone would obey. But, as he dashed forwards, he faltered. Icarus’s head drooped. And Tristan beheld the empty saddle.

Cold, icy fear rushed through him. “Where is Vasili?” he asked Icarus, aghast.

Icarus did not reply for a moment, as he took a long draft from the pail of water a rider placed before him – emptying it in one.

“Where is he?” Tristan pressed.

Icarus glared at him balefully, those emerald eyes filled with pain. “He is in trouble, Captain Tristan. If he is still alive, he needs your help at once. We found the Order of Valxiron.” And with that, the young dragon trembled and collapsed to the floor, utterly spent and his message delivered.

Tristan could not hear the outcry around him as riders rushed to tend the dragon and Icarus’s kin circled in the sky above. He could not hear their roaring over that within his own ears. He had to have been mistaken... but Tristan knew what he had heard. The very earth seemed to fall away from below his feet. It was worse – far worse – than he had feared.

Gods above, help us. The Order of Valxiron...
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Chapter Seven (The Dragon’s Nest)
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Icarus’s eyes slipped closed as he rested upon the hard ground, not caring that it dug into his belly, that the infernal saddle was still on, constricting him, for it had slipped during his flight, and he could not remove it himself. Overwhelming relief sapped the little remaining strength from his limbs as he relished in the fact he had finally reached safety. He was so very tired. Even that came before the thirst and the hunger – a deep-seated exhaustion, half physical and half emotional, from the toll of the past few days; – his flight, and what had passed before. His failure to his partner – and the guilt that gnawed at him for it.

“Icarus.” General Elyvia’s sharp voice roused him – an unspoken command to explain himself that he could not deny. Not when Vasili’s life hung in the balance. He cracked open an eye. She stood before him, arms crossed, stern faced. “Explain yourself. Where is your rider?”

Icarus whined, wishing he could feel even the slightest hint of Vasili, but his rider was so far away that their bond had fallen silent. Icarus could barely contemplate that it might mean something worse had befallen his companion.

Elyvia cursed under her breath at his silence.

“He looks exhausted, General,” Tristan said, his tone even but with a tinge of sympathy.

“Britte is bringing her kill for him now. More water, please, rider.” Elyvia’s voice was steel.

Icarus stirred. He would have to explain himself. There was no escaping the attention upon him. He huffed with momentary relief, however, as his saddle fell away, silent riders tending to him.

“Thank you.” And, as a great shadow pulsed overhead and Britte, the larger silver dragon of the general herself, alighted next to Icarus and lowered a fresh, limp mountain goat to the ground before him, he repeated the sentiment to her. She huffed and curled up behind her mistress on the ground, forcing a space between the riders crowding the courtyard, who gave her a large berth. Icarus squirmed beneath her scrutiny.

Then he spoke.

He told them everything, his attention fixed upon Elyvia and Tristan, who stood before him. No detail did he spare of his and Vasili’s defiance – and he could feel Tristan’s disappointment and frustration, and Elyvia’s fury at that disobeyal of their orders – and their unexpected discovery.

The courtyard was deathly silent around Icarus as rider and dragon alike hung upon his every word. He described the wards that had bound the valley and the reveal of what had lain beyond – a great settlement of peoples, and, at last... the captive dragons and riders of the missing scout patrol. An outcry arose at that but quickly fell to murmurs and whispers as he continued and, averting his gaze, told them of his shame. How he had lost his mind at the sight, so driven to fury that he had endangered them both... and had to leave his rider behind.

As the last words fell from his lips, of the chase from there to the Dragon’s Nest, the murmurs around him grew, and he could sense the consternation rippling through them at his discovery that the Order of Valxiron thrived in their very own mountains, cloaked from perception by dark magics. Icarus dared to look up. Tristan and Elyvia were pale-faced and speechless before him, Tristan staring at the general, looking to her for guidance, Icarus realised, because he was so horrified by what he had learned.

At last, Elyvia stirred. “The disobeyal of your orders is a matter of gross misconduct, Icarus. You will be dealt with for that in time... but for now, we have a far more pressing matter to attend. If what you have seen is true, then the Order thrives, and we have no time to waste. We must rescue the missing scout patrol and Vasili – if we can – and we must crush that settlement.”

Icarus hated her correction. That it might not even be possible to rescue any of them, that it might be too late.

“Skies above, I hope it is just the one stronghold.” Elyvia gritted her teeth, and her eyes flicked skyward in silent prayer, but the skies had no answers for any of them. She let out a long sigh. “We have a long night ahead.” She raised her voice to address the whole courtyard, for every rider had turned out now, and many dragons soared overhead, listening in.

“Take inventory of every weapon we have, every ounce of magical specialism amongst you, and anything else that will be pertinent. We have an attack to orchestrate. Captain, we need to alert your neighbouring outposts at once and send word to the capital.” There were few enough riders at the outpost; Icarus knew they could not hope to take on the might of that hidden city alone. “Send your fastest riders at once with immediate summons. We cannot wait. Whilst they travel, you and I shall make our plans. We have no option but to fight.”

A frisson raced around the gathered riders, one of mingled fear and anticipation that they would face an enemy so great with only their few numbers.

“Reinforcements will come,” Elyvia promised. “I will see it done. Come, Captain. We must begin at once. Icarus?”

Icarus started, the address unexpected. “Yes, General?”

“Rest,” Elyvia said grimly. “Rest and recover quickly. We will need every dragon in the fight ahead.”

The courtyard was a sudden flurry as riders dispersed in every direction. Alone in a matter of moments – with Britte’s fresh kill – Icarus fell upon the goat ravenously, downing it in a few, short, greedy mouthfuls and taking his fill from the trough of water at the far side of the courtyard before he forced his aching wings to take to the sky once more. He laboriously flapped his way to his cave to rest; skies above, he needed it, but as he settled in the familiar cave, tucking his wings tight, worry gnawed at him instead of sleep.

It was empty without his companion.

Where did Vasili sleep, under the same stars hidden behind the clouds above, and far away?

I’m coming for you, Icarus sent out into the night. Knowing it was fruitless. Knowing Vasili would never hear him. Knowing there was nothing he could do until the Winged Kingsguard had mustered to face the threat of the Order of Valxiron.
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Chapter Eight (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Lief swallowed and straightened under Her momentary scrutiny before Solanaceae’s attention snapped back to Aedon.

“You have fallen far from grace indeed, my handsome thief.” Those teeth glittered as Her grin widened.

Aedon did not answer. Lief wondered at his insolence before the Queen turned Her attention to Lief, whose heart thundered into life with the speed of a darting rabbit at the amber eyes blazing into her own. “My commander tells me you have grave news, so tell it, Ranger.” However, Her gaze returned to Aedon, who stared dead ahead, as though refusing to look at Her.

Lief swallowed, trying to wet her dry mouth, still the tremor in her voice. “My Queen.” She cleared her throat. “My Queen,” she tried again, more strongly. “I bring grave news from Lune. The border has been sundered. Lune has fallen prey to a terrible blight. And dark creatures roam the forest.”

“And what of this one?” Solanaceae’s attention bored into Aedon, who unflinchingly still knelt beside Lief, his gaze fixed upon a throne of thorns and roses across the space.

Lief blinked, caught off guard for a moment. Her realm falls from the inside to a terrible dark magic... and She is more bothered with Aedon? Lief could make no sense of it.

“He... came into my custody when Lune fell. As far as I know, we are the only two to survive. I would not be alive without him,” she added more strongly, determined to do what she could to protect Aedon from Solanceae’s potential wrath.

“How very... gallant,” the Queen replied, but Her tone was icy and Her eyes just as cold. “I shall see for myself.”

Aedon’s and Lief’s cries were unified as She crashed into their minds together. Lief writhed, her hands clawing, with the pain of the Queen’s invasion. Beside her, Aedon hunched over with a grunt, taking it more stoically – as though he had experienced it before. The scream she heard ripped out of her own mouth, she realised, and Lief clamped her jaws shut around the sound, cutting it off, as the Queen rifled through her memories.

She could imagine no greater violation, and it hurt, jarring her nerves, sending jolting, shooting pain throughout her body, as she watched in horror at what the Queen saw. Every memory, forcing her to live it again. The blight. The dead of Lune. The beasts.

And then Lief realised what She would see. Lief’s own betrayal of Her laws, for she had not bound – not been capable of binding Aedon – beyond those initial few days. Had needed him far too much to survive.

Lief blanched anew. The Queen would see their dalliance. It could not be so. Lief was not particularly adept at mind magic, but she tried nonetheless to bury the memory of that glorious night under piles of other memories – mundane ones the Queen would not need to go near. Long nights on patrol. Uneventful passages through the forest with her ranger partners. Long ago times at home with her family before she had joined the rangers of Lune.

Skies above and roots below, she hoped Aedon had the sense to do the same. She did not know why, but she knew she was right to fear the Queen knowing that intimate part of their relationship.

Soon, she felt the pain subside and the intrusive presence withdraw, and she hunched on her knees, breathing heavily, with relief flooding through her that the Queen had not seemed to see any of Lief’s more compromising moments with Aedon. But, beside her, Aedon remained frozen, twitching, his muscles corded, jaw clenched, as the Queen took Her time with him.

Until, at last, Solanaceae ended the ordeal and turned away, pacing to her throne, sinking upon it, half lolling, as though She lounged upon a chaise. The sheer silk of Her floating dress slipped to one side to reveal her terracotta thighs, the blooms of crown upon her head pulsing open and closed, as though there were nothing amiss. But Her gaze was hard as Her attention snapped to El’hari, and then She barked a command. “Assemble the High Council at once.”

Lief did not know what she had expected, but gratitude had been at the least of her expectations. Not... this. The utter ruthlessness that Solanaceae regarded them with. The bulk of Her scrutiny seemed reserved for Aedon, and Lief did not know whether to be grateful to not suffer Her full ire, worried that Aedon did, or irritated that he had eclipsed her in the Queen’s presence for no discernible reason.

At the Queen’s silence, Lief shifted – the hard ground hurting her knees – but did not dare speak. At her side, Aedon had no such qualms. “My Queen, I have served plentiful time for my petty crime against you, not to mention made up for my deeds with my actions in the great battle and since the fall of Lune. I beg you to grant my freedom.”

Lief saw the twitch on his brow. Knew that it did not come easily to him to ask – nay, beg – for anything in life.

Nor did it come easily to Solanaceae to be merciful, for in an instant, She was on Her feet once more and stalking towards them. “Freedom?” She sneered. She stopped several feet away, but Her clawed hand raised, and with it, as though on puppet strings, Aedon was dragged to dangle feet above the ground.

Yet he showed no fear. Lief could not help but admire him for it. The way he kept his expression utterly impassive in the face of Her wrath.

“Why should I grant you liberty when you deliver to me news that my greatest enemy endures?” Solanaceae stalked closer, Her snarl disfiguring Her otherwise flawlessly beautiful visage.

The slight crinkle of Aedon’s brow – in confusion, Lief presumed – was the only emotion that slipped through the crack.

“You do not see it? Fool of an elf,” She breathed, each word venomous. “I see from your memories you recognise the taint of dark magic; did you ever stop to think just whose dark magic that was? Who would be powerful enough to subvert the magic of my realm?”

At Aedon’s widening eyes, She laughed grimly and withdrew. Still upon her knees, not daring to rise, Lief watched in horror as Aedon dangled helplessly.

“It cannot be,” Aedon croaked. “We defeated him.”

At that, Solanaceae threw back Her head and laughed, a great bellow of derision. “If you believe that, then you disgrace yourself, thief. No... now it only becomes clearer that we delayed him. I had hope that I would not see him for the rest of my long lifetime... but even that was too generous. Our freedom – our delusion – has barely lasted longer than the blink of an eye in the passing of time.” She gritted Her teeth and prowled away. Lief could see the tense energy within Her, in every coiled muscle.

“How can it be possible?” said Aedon, his voice barely audible.

“Just as it was before.” Solanaceae turned, and Her scowl was one of bitterness and regret. “We destroyed his anchor... yet he has returned.”

“How can it be?” Aedon’s voice was hollow with despair at the realisation.

“How can it be?” the Queen echoed, and the very air seemed to crackle with Her rising wrath. “His power still lives on; and he dares to wield it in my realm.”

The trees began to creak and moan and writhe around Her, the giant behemoths sending sharp cracks through the air as they awoke at Her summons, at the change in the very air around them. A wind arose, slicing Her hair back and forth like the lashes of a whip, sending her floating skirts roiling.

“Valxiron would raze my nation and raise it anew for himself?” Solanaceae’s voice distorted, a deep, crackling undertone to it that made the hairs on the back of Lief’s neck stand on end. The weight of Solanaceae’s compulsion upon her to kneel now felt crushing, overwhelming, and she bowed further under its weight.

Overhead, the sky darkened. A flash was accompanied by a rumble of thunder. She has called a storm, Lief realised with growing horror. She had imagined her Queen to be powerful, but not all-powerful enough to control the very weather with her moods... Lief feared Her. Wondered, for a moment, how she had never heard such tales in the distant parts of Tir-na-Alathea she had grown up in. Wondered how she had ever thought this great and terrible she-elf would be a benevolent leader.

Suddenly, the pressure upon Lief eased, just as Aedon tumbled to the ground beside her. Before them, Solanaceae hovered a head’s height above the earth, Her arms outstretched and raised. Her hair and skirts lashing, Her amber eyes bright gold with the light of a sun from the force of Her magic, She was no longer present with them in that moment, utterly lost to the overwhelming fury within at the news they had brought.

A hand upon Lief’s shoulder made her start.

“Come,” El’hari hissed. “You do not want to be in the midst of this.” And with that, she tugged them both away – Lief with backward glances every few steps at the beautiful, terrible Queen in the circle of petrified trees, calling forth nature’s fury to extend Her own – just as the first rain began to fall, the giant drops lashing them cruelly with great, stinging blows.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Nine (Tir-na-Alathea)
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“Please,” Lief implored. The rain still battered, a constant white noise on the canopy above, but even with the protection that offered, it was cold with the weather’s wrath. Puddles gathered on the normally dry earth, pooling in the undulations of the ground. Pooling in the hollow of the tree that lay ahead.

El’hari smiled faintly, sympathetically.  “I’m sorry. I would see it done differently too. The Queen’s will is law. She did not state otherwise... and thus, you remain to serve at her leisure.” A prisoner, though she did not want to admit it so starkly.

“It’s all right,” said Aedon, but Lief could tell he put on a brave face. “I’ve slept in worse.” And with that, he sauntered towards the tree with the nonchalance of taking a morning walk to stretch his legs and did not so much as flinch as the trunk sealed around him, leaving what seemed like only the barest crack for daylight to enter. His smile flashed in the gloom through that split, but it did not reassure her. Nor did the sound of sloshing as he waded through the ankle-deep pool now trapped in there with him.

She turned her gaze to El’hari once more, begging her wordlessly.

El’hari sighed. “With the storm, it’s less than ideal, I agree. Let me show you to your quarters. Then I’ll do what I can for him. I can only help you so much,” she warned Lief, as though she guessed that their relationship was not strictly business.

“Thank you.”

“I’ll be back to check on you,” El’hari called to Aedon.

Once more, that grin flashed. “I’ll make time for you in my busy schedule, Commander.”

Lief suppressed a smile as she followed El’hari up into the trees. Skies above and roots below, he is infectious.

El’hari led her not too far away – and Lief privately wondered if El’hari kept her close to Aedon on purpose – to a modest room high in a giant, silver-barked tree with trailing branches of pale green leaves that offered decent protection from the storm – and a beautiful view, if one were inclined to look, of a distant lake and hazy mountains, though they were barely visible through the sheets of rain. Lief glanced at it, but her attention kept straying to the forest floor – to where Aedon stood in his tree prison, somewhere close by.

“You ought to be comfortable here, but, please, if you need anything, ask. You’ll find a ranger stationed there”—El’hari pointed to a tree close by—“and there is a privy that way. Ah! Excellent.” Lief turned back to the small room to see El’hari jerk a thumb at the tray of food – breads, cheeses, berries, seeds – that awaited. “You are to be treated like a guest whilst you are here. No need to muck in with the rest of us, chores and all. You’ve had a hard journey. You need to rest. I’ve sent for a healer, too, to give you a once-over. She’ll be along shortly. All right?”

Lief nodded silently.

El’hari’s gaze softened. “I’ve seen him... put him,” she amended, sending her eyes skyward for a second, “in a lot worse. Don’t worry about Aedon. He’ll be fine. The elf’s like a weed; he always bounces back.”

El’hari left through the round portal, swinging the woven curtain over the opening as she did so, leaving Lief in silence and solitude, reeling from her experience with the Queen and wishing desperately that she could talk to Aedon about what they had uncovered.

Once more, memories from Lune assailed her. Memories of the creatures that had hunted them. Memories of the giant arakea and the blighted beasts. All connected, if Solanaceae was correct. The Dark One of Altarea, a mythical, mysterious figure, the beast of nightmares and fairy tales, seemed very much alive and a present threat once more. Lief had seen a mere taste of his power.
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Chapter Ten (The Hidden Valley)
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Light burned through Vasili’s eyelids. Did the lantern set the rushes alight? The thought was clumsy, slow – the notion impossible. For what could the lantern have burned in such an inferno in that dank, bare, rocky tomb?

And more than that... why did he feel upside down? Vasili was certain he had lost consciousness sprawled on the ground, with his back against the rock... now he curled in a ball, bowed over himself.

His cloak was gone.

It was warmer.

The light, the warmth – it was a relief of some sort, and he drank it in. How many days had it been since he had seen true brightness? Felt anything other than soul-crushing frigidity?

Vasili blinked his eyes open, glancing blearily around without moving his head or neck. Trying not to attract attention. Even in his addled state, his first feelings were fear and wariness – that innate knowledge of a threat against him. He ran his sluggish thoughts across his body. His back ached from the stress placed upon it by the awkward posture, and his shoulders screamed in their sockets, restrained behind his back and shackled with heavy cuffs that dragged his arms out of position.

Vasili tried to raise his head, to see what was around him, for he could hear muffled sounds but perceive little definitive.

Magic shoved him down like a physical push. Vasili grunted with the pain of it as it forced his already screaming shoulders up a notch in their suffering, and he wobbled upon his knees, threatening to fall to one side.

Voices crescendoed around him, dark and muffled – and Vasili knew that it was the after-effects of whatever they had drugged him with that meant he could not understand them.

Suddenly, a blitz of magic jolted him. It seared through him like lightning, and a scream of pain involuntarily leapt out. Yet it had a twin purpose, for though he had no doubt their intention was nefarious, it also burned away the last of the drug lacing his system, and his thoughts cleared once more.

Vasili’s ragged breathing was the only thing he could hear as his senses cleared, and he looked up, forcing his head past the magical restraint upon him. His eyes having adjusted to the light, he froze.

They surrounded him.

Black robes like columns of death in a wide circle. Up, he looked. Hoods shrouded their heads, and the thick cowls cast yawning shadows over their faces so that only hooked noses or chins jutted out.

One stepped forward, his robe swirling with the movement, and raised his hand. Lightning crackled there.

“Who are you?” a deep voice boomed.

Vasili flinched at the way it drove into his mind like a dagger. He threw up his mental shields, expending every ounce of focus he had on reinforcing them as the insidious presence crawled around the walls of his mind like tendrils of oily smoke, trying to find a crack to slip inside.

And then it was joined by another. And another. And another, as each of the figures around him stepped forward and smothered him in darkness.

-
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MORRIGAN BOWED LOW before the altar, prostrating herself again; she had already done five hundred and forty-seven times that day. The altar stood in silent watch in the chapel below the mountain, where no things breathed except her. Morrigan would make it to a thousand before nightfall, she had vowed – recite the prayers and the vows, give herself fully to Valxiron’s cause, and no one could say she was not pious enough then. Especially not dear Mother.

Morrigan paused for a moment to absorb the sway of dizziness; she had already fasted for three days, and now she had chosen to extend for another two at the least. Her thin form tired more easily, betrayed her more easily to the sins of flesh, like gluttony. Morrigan embraced the sensation. She would not do what she knew some of the Sisters did in private – eat until they felt sick and then purge all from their bodies. It was a sin to do so, to succumb and then try to absolve. Valxiron would not be merciful with their souls.

For Morrigan, the fasting was not something to dishonestly cheat. For her, it was a badge of honour – and another way to prove that she, Morrigan Lilika Bellatrix, was worthy of inheriting the status of House Mallory, of becoming the Mother Oracle of the Order of Valxiron. Worthy of birthing a new generation of followers by guiding all those whose lives she touched to follow her Lord. Being the last living heir of House Mallory was not enough. Her mother had proven that, time and again. Only Morrigan’s suffering, her penance for the sin of existence, her utter commitment to the cause, would be enough in Bellatrix’s eyes. And Morrigan would see it done.

But first, she was determined. One way or another, one of the prisoners, the four precious scouts of the Winged Kingsguard, would be her tool to prove her utter devotion to the Order and their master. The Dark One of Altarea.

So Morrigan smiled, her teeth gritted together, and began to recite the prayers and vows of servitude again, ignoring her gnawing stomach as easily as she ignored the Sisters who had just crowded into the back of the tiny chapel at a respectful distance to her to offer up their own tainted prayers.
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Chapter Eleven (The Hidden Valley)
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Vasili did not answer any of their questions. Not when they burned him, not when they drowned him, not when they shocked him, not when they cut him. Not when they healed him and began anew. Vasili retreated into the safety of his own mind, behind those impenetrable walls, against the seething darkness beyond that sought for any chink of weakness to break through into his inner sanctum. His physical form lay curled and spasming on the ground in a puddle of his own urine that was hot for a moment against the cold stone before it too cooled, and still, Vasili said nothing, finding power in his defiance.

No matter how they asked him who he was, where he hailed from, how many he was with, how he had found the valley... Vasili said nothing. And sank into his mind, beyond where the pain of his physical body could reach him – now, at last, grateful for the rigorous training he had received in doing so.

With every silent retort, they mocked and raged at him all the more, those shapeless black figures about him with their burning hands and dark eyes, laughing at him. Youthful ignorance. Pathetic ideals. Foolish nobility.

Until at last, they ceased. And the rise of their malcontent bubbled over into fractious argument.

Cautiously, Vasili withdrew from the self-imposed prison of his mind, allowing his senses to flood back in. Pain. Overwhelming pain, above all else. Mingled with pride that he had not broken, that they had not been able to force their way into his mind to plunder whatever answers they wished.

“Call for a grandmaster,” came an order somewhere above his head – and a cloak and pair of feet detached itself from the group surrounding him.

A pang of fear lanced through Vasili. These are just...ordinary members. His pride had been felt too soon. Before a fall, he hoped not, and yet... A grandmaster... One of the nine most powerful who controlled the Order of Valxiron like their own personal dictatorship. He did not know whether he had the fortitude to withstand one, and he did not want to find out – but Vasili had no choices left.

Vasili sank back into his mind, welcoming the salve upon his senses, the momentary relief from the pain of his physical body.

However, it was not long before a grandmaster arrived. And lanced into his mind with such brute force, Vasili was swept away, his defences gone.

“Well, well, well...” said the grandmaster, his oily voice filled with curiosity, hostility, and smug arrogance. “What an unexpected guest. There are two amongst my number who will be very surprised you are here... I’m certain your uncles would love to meet you, Vasili Dariel Drakar of House Ellarian.”

At the wolfish smile in the man’s voice, Vasili’s stomach curdled. My uncles. His father Dimitrius’s two legitimate half-brothers by a different mother. The only surviving relatives he had. The two notorious elves who had escaped capture and death during the fall of Valxiron a quarter of a century ago. Hadir. Namir... they’re here. The two elves he least wanted to ever meet.
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MORRIGAN’S PENANCE – and her patience – had paid off. After fasting for five days, she dined that night with her mother, an unwelcome respite from the canteen of Sisters she normally broke fast with. At least they had the good grace to ignore her, thanks to her Mallory blood. She was one of them, and yet unlike them, marked for higher things. She liked that they feared her. Liked that they knew she was better than them.

Yet, in her mother’s private quarters – under her scrutiny – Morrigan could not help but squirm, feeling less like an invincible young woman proving her worth and once more like a little girl under discipline for some petty misdeed. She picked delicately at the stringy cooked meats with their paltry root vegetables and thin gravy. It was not the fare her mother had been used to as a lady of the royal court, Morrigan knew – a life Morrigan had never known, in exile since soon after her birth – but Bellatrix never complained.

In her mother’s eyes, it was a badge of honour that they suffered so that their Lord might rise anew; it would martyr them. And so, despite her ravenous appetite urging her to lower her face to the plate and eat like a beast, Morrigan followed her mother’s lead, eating whenever she took a bite, drinking whenever Bellatrix took a sip of the weakened, rationed wine with water that was the only sign of their status in the Order.

That night, Morrigan had shucked the leather and practical garb she favoured. Instead, she wore one of her mother’s old dresses from her younger days, with the hem dropped as low as it could go and still lingering a bit too short around the ankles. It had been one of her mother’s favourite dresses, black lace and silk woven around a tight bodice, with skirts cascading down in a waterfall of shimmering fabric.

Morrigan had donned it to remind her mother of her pain the last time Bellatrix had worn it. She had heard the story countless times. Of the night the Pelenor army had marched down the tree-lined driveway, torched the vineyards, and then their house. Murdered Morrigan’s father. And her brothers. Along with hundreds of Order members across the realm, all as they slept that same night. Only Bellatrix, up into the early hours, nursing her new daughter, had been awake at her long vigil. Seen the impending disaster. Been able to flee into the night, concealed in the trees around the estate by that same dark dress of night.

Bellatrix’s attention indeed lingered on the dress. On the rip up the length of the skirt – made in the haste of her escape – that had been patched up with less skill than such a fine gown deserved. She knew. “You’re a cold-hearted bitch.”

“I learned from the best.” Morrigan smiled sweetly, but her glare was venomous.

Her mother had the grace to laugh at that – a dark, mirthless snort – and turned back to her meal. “You made your point. I will speak with the grandmasters. Have your play thing. I care not. So long as you use it in the service of our Lord... he will know the truth of your heart and your mind. He will know the depths of your devotion. You have nothing to prove to me, and everything to prove to him; he will find you worthy or wanting when it is time to fill my place.”

Satisfaction flooded through Morrigan at her mother’s bitter acquiescence. I will take the new one, she vowed. The least broken. Oh, the fun she would have taking him apart piece by piece. Proving her service to their Lord. Cementing her place as her mother’s heir.
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Chapter Twelve (The Dragon’s Nest)
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“I cannot believe the damned foolishness of that boy!” Elyvia raged as she stormed back and forth across Tristan’s office. He seethed with annoyance too – but that was outweighed by the threat they faced, and he knew Elyvia did not want to admit it to herself yet.

“He will be paying for it,” Tristan said quietly. He still could not help but feel that it was his fault. He had checked the maps so carefully, he thought, before he had sent out patrols; there ought not to have been a gap. It was a lapse in judgement he would regret for a long time – and longer still, depending on Vasili’s fate. His oversight had meant more experienced rangers had not stumbled upon the encampment. More experienced rangers with a better chance of survival and evasion... his mind taunted him.

That did stop Elyvia, and she fixed her eagle eyes upon him – before her gaze softened. “I apologise – I forgot.” Forgot that Tristan too had once been their prisoner of sorts, forcibly conscripted to the ranks of the Order of Valxiron as a boy. After a dark time there, he had been rescued by Vasili’s own father, Dimitrius, to whom he still bore an undying loyalty for his act of compassion, for to have to serve such a dark purpose was, he considered, a fate worse than death. It was for that reason he had pushed for Vasili to be trialled so young for the ranks of the riders, why he had insisted he would be the one to mentor the boy, to look out for Vasili in the same way Dimitrius had once looked out for Tristan himself.

“Our frustration at his young-blooded, hot-headed impatience and arrogance will have to wait, General,” Tristan said with a sigh, daring to be more candid that he normally would. “He is just like his father in that, but we always did know it. Still, that does not make him any less of a rider. I am certain what he endures now at their hands will be far worse than any punishment we could give him.”

Indeed, Tristan still had nightmares in the long, dark nights of what had passed in his time with the Order. Dark deeds, despicable magic, and cruel yet casual violence. “I hope he is alive.”

Elyvia looked away. “You and I both. Harper and Dimitrius would never forgive us if he suffered a terrible fate at the Orders hands whilst in our care. Perhaps rightly so. Vasili likes to pretend he is so high and mighty, but he is little more than a boy still.”

Tristan stirred at that. Vasili’s parents had suffered greatly at the hands of the Order too. “They must not know... Not until we are sure of his fate.”

Elyvia inclined her head. “That much I can guarantee. There is no sense in unduly worrying them. Your messenger will deliver only to my second-in-command in Tournai and speak of this to no one. The wings will muster in secrecy, as always. We will crush this nest of Order darkness as fast as we may, and after the dust settles, there will be plenty of time for the High Council – and Harper and Dimitrius – to pick over the details.”

“And hopefully we will return with Vasili and the others.”

“Yes,” replied Elyvia heavily. “Hopefully.”

And neither of them could be certain of any more than that.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Thirteen (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Aedon sat on the dry, dusty ground, staring vacantly through the branches – the bars of his prison. El’hari had relocated him at once from the submerged hellhole under the tree, admonishing her guards that that was the only cell they had thought to present her with when better ones were available. They did not dare question her.

But Aedon paid no attention. He had followed where she led. Nodded his farewell. Sat and stared – yet seeing nothing of the forest around him. He had not realised how much even his vivid memories of Solanaceae had faded and weathered with the passing years. She was far more vibrant than he recalled. Far more lethal.

But that was not what disturbed him most. Not even Her rough treatment – so relished by Her – as She subdued him to rifle through his memories, delighting over all the long years of excruciating solitude, isolated from all others, and even his own magic. He was just glad that she had been so entranced in that, she had neglected to check his more recent memories and anything that could incriminate himself or Lief.

Valxiron still endures.

The thought overwhelmed him, plunging him into a hole darker than any Solanaceae could find for him. A hole filled with some of the worst of his memories and those whom he had lost. What they had all sacrificed to see Valxiron cast down. How they had barely managed it, their entire fates balanced upon a knife-edge... and they had not succeeded in defeating him, merely pushed his darkness back? It was enough to crush his soul of any light left therein.

Aedon tipped his head forward, resting it in his hands, and groaned. He could not comprehend it. Could not stomach the thought of any of it again. He was older. Weaker. More fractured inside and out... and now facing that almighty darkness anew. 

-
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“IT IS MY RIGHT.”

Aedon roused from his nightmare-filled sleep. That voice was unmistakable. Unmistakably haughty, fiery, stubborn.

“If you do not stand aside right now, your commander will hear of it, and El’hari has already had enough dispute with you today on how you have treated this elf. Nay, our Queen will hear of it, and I suggest you do not want to face Her wrath,” Lief snapped.

Aedon smiled. He could imagine the guard wilting before her. And indeed, moments later, footsteps retreated and the vines containing him within a small area on the tree’s mighty branch parted. Lief stepped through the gap and shivered as the vines sealed around her once more.

“Are you all right?” they fired at each other simultaneously.

Aedon let out a grim chuckle. “Never better.” He waited for her answer.

“I’m not all right,” Lief whispered, and her burning gaze, fixed upon him, dropped to the whorled bark they stood upon.

He felt a tendril of surprise from her, heard her gasp, as his wards washed over them both – no doubt expecting that his magic might have been stripped from him– and then his arms wrapped tightly around her, and she reciprocated. “Neither am I.”

-
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DARKNESS UNITED THEM that night, the warmth of their clasped hands a brand of light against its encroaching threat. “I do not know how we could face him again,” Aedon said bleakly. “I have never witnessed such power... and such devastation. Such malice. I have not the strength to stand before it again.”

Lief leaned into him, and he curled his arm around her. They sat, for a moment, huddled together on the rough bark of the branch. “I do not understand what this means, “but I see your fear, and that scares me most.”

“I do not want to face it again,” admitted Aedon. “And if that makes me a coward, so be it. So much was lost, so great was the cost, I cannot see how we can stand before this darkness again, without prophecy or hope, as we did the last time.” He was shivering, though it was not too cold, with the memories flooding through him, urging his body into fight or flight.

Lief recounted the prophecies of the Eldarkind kin of Valxiron, Erendriel. Her edicts that had driven Harper of Caledan, Aedon, and their other companions on a wild and almost hopeless mission for salvation in the saga that had become the Chronicles of Pelenor. How, by the narrowest margin, they had succeeded – and even that had come at the cost of many lives and years of rebuilding. There was no such slim hope now.

Aedon nodded. “Yes, precisely. I cannot endure it again.” Aedon’s voice was almost desperate. “Yet, if I obtain my freedom from your Queen, what am I to do?  I cannot turn my back, run away; such cowardice is despicable, and even so, the darkness would find me. Once it runs unchecked, it will devour all.”

Lief opened her mouth to answer, even though she had none. Hating herself for not being able to offer anything of comfort when he experienced such distress. “He cannot be so bad...” she said lamely.

Aedon just glanced at her with aghast silence for a long moment before his gaping mouth emitted any shred of sound. “Do you not understand?”

“No,” Lief admitted. “I don’t. I don’t understand how anyone could be so powerful – so deadly, and so feared.”

Aedon stirred. “Then I will tell you the tale of the Darkness of Altarea, and perhaps you will begin to understand.” Aedon’s voice held a tang of bitterness.

“In the beginning, there was Altarea, the world of the elementals. Many races call them gods, though by different names and faces. They created all life in Altarea. Everything you see and know, everything you have not yet experienced – the elementals made it all. When they had finished – had their fill of creating mountains and monsters – they created a master race. The Eldarkind.

“They are known by different names too – high elves, fae, and more besides, I’m sure. We are far lesser cousins to them, to put it simply. They governed in the elementals’ stead, for the day came when most of the elementals disappeared, leaving few to roam Altarea. It was the purpose of the Eldarkind to ensure the cycles of life and death continued in balance all across Altarea. That fairness came to all living things.

“In the earliest days of our world, where our realms – Tir-na-Alathea, Pelenor, and many more – did not yet exist, or were in the infancy of their years, the Eldarkind ruled all. Noble were they. Fair. Just. Had they continued their governance, I have no doubt Altarea would have remained as noble, fair, and just as they. Yet it was not to be so.”

Lief leaned closer, barely breathing, utterly captivated.

“There was born one Eldarkind who did not share his people’s vision. Valxiron. He was malcontent with his standing as a lesser Eldarkind with no respect amongst his kind. He sought power so he could win over Erendriel, whom he desired above all else. It is said she was the fairest Eldarkind maiden who ever walked the world. Her hair was starlight, her eyes the sky. Her soul was as pure as a babe’s, and all she blessed turned to wonder and joy.

“Yet, for all his amour towards her, Valxiron saw Erendriel as weak. In his mind, she did not fulfil the duty for which she had been created – to keep order in the world...or, as he saw it, to rule that world.

“Valxiron pursued Erendriel, but she rejected him and his rhetoric, to his great humiliation. He refused to accept that it was her right to do so. That she was entitled to disagree with him. Erendriel did not believe that dominion over all was most important. Valxiron’s ideology caused great consternation amongst his people, and she was the most vocal of his critics.

“Valxiron scried the world at the seeing pool of their people, at the Heart of the World. He saw how much the Eldarkind seemingly turned a blind eye. War and strife were plentiful. Surely it was their duty to prevent such things. He was furious. In his eyes, his people ought to be ashamed for their failings.

“News of discord arrived, but Valxiron had already seen and awaited, wondering what his elders would do. This, he saw as their test; they had to act, and yet they did not. Valxiron confronted the elders; however, they would not listen. Valxiron realised then that unless he took matters into his own hands, the world order he desired would never come to pass.

“Valxiron decided to tip the balance himself. He visited the Heart of the World, the source of all power. It was intoxicating. Erendriel and the elders tried to stop him, to no avail. Valxiron was determined, and his respect and obedience to them was sundered irrevocably.

“He drew from the Heart of the World, unable to resist the alluring call of its limitless power, but such power was beyond his ability to harness, and it broke what little was left of his sanity. The Eldarkind banished him from their lands and their people.

“Drunk on power, Valxiron hatched a daring scheme to accomplish his ends. He would create more strife and chaos in the world and let it tear itself to pieces. Overthrow the elders who he deemed were too weak to stand before him. Only then could order remain. Only then could Valxiron rule over the vision he desired for Altarea... He vowed to fulfil the potential of the Eldarkind race, as it was meant to be. To hold dominion over all life.

“Valxiron found allies wherever he could, those who sought the advancement of their own peoples and dominions and thrived on chaos – goblins, wicked beasts, and more besides. He gave his allies power from the Heart of the World to accomplish their aims but also used it to bind them to him.

“Erendriel sought Valxiron out, and she begged him to stop. He was anxious to please her – still wanting her affections desperately – and persuade her to his cause. She rejected him utterly. In his madness, Valxiron forced her to his will... and he broke her spirit when he did so. She was nothing more than a hollow shell, and he could not undo what had been done.

“Fury and grief overcame Valxiron. He blamed himself, but as his anger grew, his blame twisted to the Elders. Were it not for them, he would not have been forced to any of the extreme measures he had taken. Were it not for them, Erendriel would still be. His mind was clear. The elders were not worthy. He, alone, would rule.

“Valxiron grew his power base, manipulating those who followed him to spread conflict as far and wide as he could. He fully intended to betray many who swore to him. They were unsavoury, beastly creatures with no honour or merits – goblins, trolls, and worse – and he had neither love nor loyalty for them.

“Seeing the tainted fruit born by his machinations and knowing he must be stopped, the Eldarkind captured Valxiron and returned him to their homeland, breaking their banishment upon him to do so, to imprison him there. They were distraught at what he had done to Erendriel, yet they still exacted no vengeance upon him. Forgiveness was in their gifts first and foremost, no matter that he had made it most hard to give. Valxiron’s machinations were at last halted.

“Valxiron was taunted by his failings when he was brought before the seeing pool to see how chaos had been averted – and haunted by Erendriel’s loss. The elders once again tried to explain that all was a cycle. That all would right itself as it was meant to.

“Valxiron claimed repentance. The elders were convinced of his sincerity, blinded by their hope and benevolence. He was freed, and though they welcomed him back cautiously, Valxiron was liberated entirely. Their forgiving and trusting natures would be their undoing.

“Valxiron struck. Fuelled by the everlasting power of the Heart of the World, he began killing the elders, then created a prison of the Eldarkind kingdom. No longer did he desire to fulfil altruistic aims. He was driven by anger and grief. He saw the world had righted itself but refused the elders’ message to not meddle.

“The last elder, instead of defending himself, stripped his entire race of much of their power and sent that power where Valxiron would never find it, but he had made one grave mistake. Valxiron cared not, for he possessed the power of the Heart of the World. Valxiron killed the last elder.

“With his death, the last of the true Eldarkind...the all-powerful, immortal beings...disappeared. Those few who still remain in their hidden pockets of the world are but a paltry shadow of their former selves – and we elf kind are the barest shadow of them.

“Valxiron dominion lasted for an age and nearly tore the world apart. He was cast down for the first time, at great cost to the world, and it took an age to recover from the darkness he had wrought. And twenty-five years ago, just as his power waxed once more. Now, it appears, perhaps he rises anew. I do not know who shall stand before him with enough might to hold back the wave of darkness he brings.”

At that moment, the vines shivered. Her nerves on edge after the darkness of his tale, Lief rose quickly, her body on full alert, expecting a threat, just as the greenery parted and the guard peered through the opening. She relaxed.

“It’s time to go. The guard’s changing. Don’t want you trapped in here all night,” said the guard, though he seemed wary of Lief – of ordering her.

Lief gritted her teeth. She wanted to stay with Aedon. She could see he did not want her to go either – not after having endured so much together, not now faced with the fresh challenge of far worse. They both needed reassurance in those dark hours. But she had no choice; she stiffened, hunching her shoulders, her hand balling into a fist. With the guard’s ushering and a muttered apology to him, she left.
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Chapter Fourteen (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Finarvon whirled Lief round in the dance, music streaming through the trees as even the forest swayed to the beat of the strings and the wind instruments and the drums. On Midsummer’s Evening, the whole forest celebrated. She felt as weightless as the stars hanging above them, shining down in silent vigil.

Finarvon’s eyes glittered with happiness too, a smile stretched across his face, his long hair, half-braided, streaming behind him as hers, flower-adorned, loose and wavy, cascaded behind her.

It was a happy memory – one of their best – from the midst of their blooming relationship, and she fell into it willingly, reliving every sensory experience of it, from the heady wines to the fragrant flowers and the warm breeze... and the feel of his lips upon hers. Their bared skin sliding together as they joined that night once they had had their fill of revelry, which continued for three whole days straight that year. She could feel, with crystal clarity, the mossy bed nestling around her as he rolled her onto her back, leaning over her, his bare chest glistening as he nudged between her parted legs...

...but black veins slowly spread under his skin. That warm, brown hue that she had so adored faded away, more quickly than she could imagine, to pale, deadly white. That rich, glossy hair seeming to wilt to lank, limp, trailing strands. And when she glanced at his eyes once more, they were black and terrible pools of darkness. His pointed teeth no longer the tempting bestowers of sensual nips but now stretched wide to rend, tear, kill...

She was trapped under him. His once warm form now felt ice-cold and unyieldingly strong. Her heart pounded – for all the wrong reasons. And yet she was frozen, her limbs lead, her mouth unable to form a sound. A scream erupted out instead that was of no use to her at all as he lowered his mouth to her neck and plunged those teeth in, silencing her as that terrible bite transmitted the blight into her bloodstream too and tugged her into blackness and terror, blood and death.

-
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LIEF THRASHED HERSELF awake, her breathing ragged, and vaulted from the bed, sent sprawling in her haste to run, flee, escape in the strange surroundings before her senses caught up and she breathed in the cool night air deeply. Remembering. Realising. It was a dream – albeit terrible one – but nothing more. No doubt brought on by the Queen’s own rifling through her memories the day prior and her own misgivings as Lief recalled the dead of Lune.

Lief sat up slowly, rubbing her hands over her arms – which were covered in raised hairs, and not from the temperature – slowly soothing herself. Taking in her surroundings. The safe, small space, closed off from the forest outside by the curtain – and some basic wards Aedon had taught her on their travels.

There were no threats present. The room was silent. The forest outside filled with the nocturnal noises that she was so accustomed to in the forest, that she barely heard anymore. Her body was whole too; for the healer El’hari had sent had carefully teased every small strand of darkness remaining in her away. And yet the prickle of unease did not fade. Lief felt painfully vulnerable.

Once more, she wished Aedon could be there. She felt safer with him, regardless of her own capability; he put her mind at ease like no other. She hoped he fared well in his small prison and felt ashamed at once for her selfish desire to have him comfort her. At least I get habitable living quarters. Not a sliver of branch to sleep upon at best.

Lief rose, padding across the room bare-footed, and slipped her tunic over her bare chest, foregoing her leggings and boots as she stepped out onto the balcony for a taste of fresh air and the reassuring sights and sounds of the forest around her.

It was raucously noisy with wildlife – small animals rustling through the trees, blurs flying between them, the cracking of twigs below as deer silently came and went, and beasts prowled. This was her forest, her home. And Lief felt, with every breath drawn in under the impassive stars, calmer and safer once more.

She did not want to return inside. Try to sleep. Lief knew it would be impossible. So, instead, she stood, so immobile that the nightly creatures joined her fearlessly, scurrying past on their travels and paying her hardly any heed, whilst she watched and waited. Drinking in the view – the silver lake in the distance. The shadowy mountains beyond. The clearing sky – with the storm far in the distance now – and the intricate weave of stars above her on that moonless night.

She stood so long it felt as though she had petrified to stone. Each breath became her measure of time, closer to the new day, the relief of watching the sunrise over the lake, and whatever doom it would bring.
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Chapter Fifteen (The Hidden Valley)
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It was like looking into a mirror. Albeit a twisted one. Namir and Hadir stood before him. Vasili had been hauled onto his knees, his trousers still sodden with urine, the stink of that and his own sweat acrid on the still air of the windowless, vaulted room they were in. He shook from head to toe with the strain of the punishment he had taken, but he would not fall. Not before them.

Namir, the younger, was shorter and swarthier. Hadir, the elder, had Vasili’s father Dimitrius’s face almost down to the last line, save for the darker eyes, skin, and beaky nose. Although they did not share a mother with Vasili’s father, the family resemblance was unmistakable. Raven hair. Violet eyes. Vasili was the true double of his father, but the two elves who stood before him could be none other than his uncles. Vasili could not help but stare with morbid fascination.

“Greetings, dear nephew,” Namir said, cocking his head to one side as he appraised the shaking wreck on the ground before him. His voice held a smile that had no kindness in it, only sly cunning.

“What a pleasant surprise.” Hadir was aloof, no warmth in his words.

And with that, and no warning, they shattered his already sundered barriers and took what they wished from his mind, leisurely sifting through a lifetime of memories, from his family life to his most private moments, with callous disrespect, whilst Vasili had no choice but to grunt from the pain of it and collapse onto the floor before them.

It seemed an age as he relived every moment torturously – his bonding with Icarus, his time in the Winged Kingsguard, childhood memories of festive seasons at home with his parents, playing hide and seek in the gardens with his sister, learning magic from their mother and politics from their father...

“Stop!” he ground out desperately, shutting his eyes, but it did Vasili no good, for they could not seal against the well of his own life inside his mind.

Namir laughed and dug in deeper. Vasili could feel the relish of it, and he cursed his uncle for it. But Hadir withdrew. After a moment’s prompting – and a feeling of disappointment that washed over him – Namir did the same.

“There’s plenty more time,” Namir promised.

Hadir only regarded Vasili with an unreadable expression. “It’s a pleasure to welcome you, nephew.”

Vasili had never had a worse welcome in his life. He did not reply, clenching his jaw as he glared up from the ground where he lay contorted in the shackles.

“A pretty trick of fate, perhaps,” Hadir mused, “that you have come to us; perhaps your father was the black sheep, but his son will return to our fold.”

“Never,” hissed Vasili.

Hadir chuckled, and a lazy smile tugged at his lips. A cruel smile. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. I know you are not happy being the son of Dimitrius Vaeri Mortris of House Ellarian.” Vasili’s father’s name sounded mocking upon Hadir’s tongue. “Oh, yes. You have not known us, but we have kept watch over you your entire life, dear nephew.

“I know that you did not stop to consider an alternative path for yourself, either. Perhaps you ought to consider whether or not you have a better future being aligned with us than one being an outcast amongst your supposed own people, Vasili?”

Vasili’s only answer was to gather what he could in his parched mouth and launch a gob of spit at his uncles. It fell far short. There was a moment of stunned silence, and then they burst into laughter.

“You’re just as ignorant as your foolish father, boy, and the master you hold in such high esteem.” At Vasili’s frown, Hadir cackled. “Oh, yes. Your captain, Tristan, is not so pure as he would have you believe. He numbered amongst our ranks too once.”

“You lie!”

“If you wish to believe it, then believe it, but you will see the truth.” Hadir was unperturbed, which only unsettled Vasili more. Tristan? A member of the Order of Valxiron? It cannot be... “Yet we are merciful. We will give you the chance to see the error of your ways.”

“Just kill me and have done with it,” growled Vasili. At least give me the dignity of a quick death. To draw it out was... unthinkable. He had expected nothing less; the moment he had been captured, he had realised that his chance of escape had been low at best. That he would most probably be murdered in cold blood, slowly and painfully, after stints between his tiny, rock-enclosed prison and the torture chamber.

“Whyever would we do that?” Hadir’s eyebrow arched with surprise. “You’re family. Welcome to your new home, Vasili.”

Vasili stilled, glaring at Hadir – at both his uncles, who wore identical lazy, smug grins – and realising. They won’t kill me. Not until I am of no further use... and what better use than to turn me against my own father? He already had the feeling that would be something they would love to parade. I am not their puppet. Anger surged in him that they would use him as a weapon against his father... but then, did he expect anything less? They seemed exactly the characters his father had painted them as... And maybe, just maybe, I can exploit that somehow to survive this. Yet he could not pretend to himself that he was not still terrified.

“Take him away,” Hadir said to someone behind Vasili. “Get him cleaned up, for goodness’ sake.” And then he turned to Vasili once more, fixing him with those dark violet eyes. “Consider your position, nephew. Join us, and see what you have been missing all these years; break free from the shadow your father’s transgressions have cast over you all your life.”

Vasili bared his teeth, unable to bite back on the snarl.

Namir laughed. “Well, he certainly inherited the family ‘hot head’ streak. Do not be so quick to reject our generous offer, nephew. Think of what our Order can give you – power, freedom, riches, status... You would not be the shamed son of Dimitrius Vaeri Mortris any longer, not a lowly dragon rider scout of the Winged Kingsguard, playing messenger boy and errand runner. You; our nephew... you would be nephew to two of the nine grandmasters of the Order of Valxiron.” Namir cocked his head, grinning lazily once more. “Nothing could stand in your way on your rise to the top. Think on it.” And then he nodded – a signal to someone else.

With that, hands dragged Vasili to his feet and steadied him upon shaking legs. A ruffle of magic unlocked the cuffs upon him. They dropped to the floor with a resounding clang, and Vasili suppressed a groan of relief as his arms relaxed from the strain of them... and under all, a faint tendril of his own magic caressed him.

They did not wait, the two black cloaks beside him, one at either arm, and marched him within their iron grip out of the chamber and back into the maze of dark hallways once more.

Vasili tried to count the steps and the turns, as Tristan would have wanted him to, and yet he too soon lost track, to his frustration, too caught up with the feeling of magic once more flowing through his veins, as slow and faint as it was. The iron... It seemed to be a common theme – the bars of his prison, the cuffs he had worn, even, perhaps, the bitter tang of the meal he had consumed...

The thought of being drugged to suppress his magic sent a tendril of true fear through him. These people are capable of terrible things. Do not trust them, he urged himself. No matter that they offered him the stars and the moon. No matter that they were blood kin. It means nothing. Even if they did speak to the dark part of his heart that hated the stigma of being Dimitrius Vaeri Mortris’s son. That hated being a lowly errand boy for the legendary Winged Kingsguard.

The black cloaks led him in stony silence until he was even more lost, with no natural light to show him the time of day, the direction, the depth. Finally, they came to a room. Shoved him through the waiting wooden door and slammed it behind him. The latch dropped. A key scraped around the barrel. And he was alone.

Yet they had not taken him back to the dark hole from whence he had come... This was a room, not a prison; or at least, it did not feel as much like one. Windowless, the smooth rock formed floor, walls, and ceiling. No light broke through the few cracks, so Vasili could only surmise he was still deep under the mountain. Now, instead of darkness, faelights flickered like miniature fires in sconces along the walls. There was a cot in one corner, with a sheet and a blanket – luxury compared to his former residence upon the mouldy straw – and a washstand with a slightly chipped ewer and bowl that had seen better times. A small, rough washcloth that was little better than a rag... and yet, they were giving him what little home comforts were able to be scraped from a harsh life in the mountains, it seemed.

Vasili’s scarlet cloak had already been draped over a stool – though as he rummaged through it, he found the pockets had been emptied of his usual effects, and his cloak pin was missing. Still, he slung it round his shoulders. The air had a nip to it, despite not being anywhere near as cold as his former prison. Grateful for any sense of his magic, Vasili pulled some forth to warm him through, shivering in relief. He eyed the bedpan peeking out from under the cot. At least it was slightly more sophisticated than a bucket. He sighed.

The door rattled, and Vasili stepped back as it flung open, a bowl of food slid across the floor, its contents threatening to spill out, and a beaker of water slammed down onto the stone, before the door was closed and locked again. He eyed the wood and the decorative wrought iron design upon it. The strength of it. The room was still a prison, really, he knew. But Vasili would take it nonetheless.
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Chapter Sixteen (The Hidden Valley)
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With the rush of fear leaving his body at last, crushing tiredness overwhelmed Vasili, but he could not sleep. Instead, he stripped and washed every bruised, hurting inch of his body with careful dabs of the washcloth and tepid water. His clothes stank of urine where he had soiled himself earlier, so he piled them by the door, near to the empty plate – much nicer fare than what he had been given in his prison, and without the iron tang that gave away their suppression of his magic. Without, too, the sleeping draught he had been dosed with.

In the small chest in the corner, he found some dark woollen trousers and a nondescript black tunic which he donned, feeling grateful for anything warm and dry. They had a faintly stale odour of – he could not be sure – but it was better than the alternative. He eyed the pile of dirty clothes upon the floor and rewrapped his cloak around him before sinking onto the small bed and drawing his knees up to his chest.

Vasili sat and waited, unable to relax enough to lie down and try to sleep; after all, he was in the home of his enemies. It felt as sensible as sleeping in a nest of vipers. No matter that his eyes were so stinging and heavy that he could barely keep them open. It could have been minutes or hours; he had no way to tell. Yet still, he grappled with the same problem.

What should I do?

The allure of power in itself was tempting, he had to admit; his uncles had dug truly into the core of his malcontent, and he desired little else except to escape the shadow of his father’s shame. To be able to prove himself on his own merit. To be so much more than the lowest rank of rider in the Winged Kingsguard. His uncles had been sly in reopening those wounds – wounds that he thought he had dealt with.

“Ignoring” is not the same as “dealing with”, it seems.

Yet he had no desire to join the Order of Valxiron, to follow his uncles to whatever fate. Vasili shuddered at the prospect. No. He may have desired status and power... for others to accept him, respect him... but that did not come at any cost. And certainly not his uncles’ price.

Vasili stirred, adjusting his cloak as the faelights dimmed. He glanced at them and frowned. Perhaps that was as close an indicator as he would get to the time of day. Nighttime? But he had no way to tell. And despite his exhausted body and mind, he could not let go of the thoughts that plagued him.

What do I do? Vasili could not help but berate his painful inexperience for his lack of answers. What would Tristan do?

At once, he pushed the thought away. His uncles had claimed Tristan had once belonged to the Order of Valxiron. It was impossible. It had to be. It went against everything Vasili knew of his mentor, and yet... The insidious thoughts teased him. My uncles would not have lied. Would they? They know of Tristan by name...

Vasili turned away from that painful thought. That it could all be true. The turmoil that unlocked within him. That he could have misplaced his trust in Tristan as a mentor to look up to. To learn from.

Has he lied all along? Is it true? What does that mean? Vasili closed his eyes. Don’t think of it now. There would either be time later, when he escaped... or he would die there and it would never matter in any case. Yet he could not soothe the sting of his mentor’s possible betrayal against all they held dear as members of the Winged Kingsguard.

There would only be so many times he could deny his uncles. Vasili was no fool. Before... Vasili swallowed. He did not want to die under that mountain. That would be his fate if he defied them, and in a more cruel, slower, more painful way than he dared to imagine. Yet he could not accept their terms; could not betray every foundation of who he was to join their ranks, just for survival.

Not wholeheartedly, anyway... And thus, a kernel of an idea began to form. One that both thrilled and terrified him. One that meant going deep into duplicity, with only the slimmest chance of survival. One that meant becoming who he most hated. Could it be done? He did not have the answer – and that only scared him more.

By morning, after an almost sleepless night of chasing the same ideas around, tumbling and weaving together until they blurred, Vasili had made his mind up. He would accept his uncles’ offer – to become one of them. One of the Order of Valxiron. Am I weak to give in? Have I failed? Vasili hoped not – for he would join like a wolf in sheepskin. As a spy to infiltrate their ranks. Exactly as Elyvia would do, he hoped. Vasili could not bear to think of Tristan at all.

Vasili felt the thrum of his heart pounding with the rush of what was to come, anticipation mixed with a healthy dose of apprehension. This path would lead him astray. Tempt him, no doubt. Appall him for certain. He would have to weather it all without betraying his true mind. Whilst seeming to appreciate their values. Support their acts. Avoid being corrupted by their dark sorcery – that scared him most, perhaps. That they could twist his mind with their darkness and remove his mission from him without him ever realising. Taint his moral compass. Or destroy it.

Am I smart to do whatever it takes to survive? Or so foolish I overestimate my abilities and do not see the ruin before me? Yet, as Vasili glanced around the small, simple room and recalled the horror of his prison, and worse still, the open-air pits in the valley beyond that held his fellow riders prisoner, he knew he had made his choice and would not turn from it, even in the face of fears that felt so much greater than him.

This would be an opportunity for the greater good. Whether he lived or died, he would have tried – tried to take whatever power and knowledge the Order of Valxiron armed him with so he could use it against them with the Winged Kingsguard.

If he lived.

If he ever escaped to see the light of day again.

He turned his eyes skyward and prayed to the unseen stars far above that the knife-edge he walked along would lead to survival, not ruin.

At the rasp of a key turning in the lock, he stiffened and leapt to his feet, though he had no weapon and no way to defend himself beyond his hands – not knowing what to expect. Have they changed their mind? Will they torture me? He could not help but fear that.

He did not expect the figure that slipped past the ajar door.

The young woman – about his age, he reckoned, perhaps slightly older – was skeletally thin, delicate-boned and pale, porcelain skin stretched over the hollows of her face, arms, hands. Skin-tight attire wrapped her form – fighting leathers, the practical garb required of a hard life in the mountain. Her raven hair was half-braided back past pointed ears, tiny plaits cascading over her shoulders. He did not see more than that, for his gaze locked onto her face.

Onto the grey eyes that stared back at him with a burning intensity he could not fathom, for her sneer did not seem to be fearful or angry... cruel. She seems cruel. He could see it in the hard, tight lines of her thin mouth. Yet that was not what captured his attention. The savage scars curving down her cheeks held that. Who did that to her? They were clean. Symmetrical. Deliberate. And so old they were white – she had borne them for years.  It was a crime to mutilate another or oneself. Who has done this to her?

He did not dare ask as she stalked closer, that lithe body casual and commanding. Her posture and gait gave away in a heartbeat that she was a trained fighter. Vasili shifted – backwards – on instinct. Apprehension curled in his belly. Some part of his instinct recognised she was dangerous, though he could not discern how; she was an elf, that was certain, and so he reasoned she held magic, but she seemed darker, as though something stained her very soul.

“So. You’re the dear nephew.” She spat the word out like a curse, baring her perfect, white teeth at him for a second.

Vasili blinked. It was not what he had expected. He was not sure what he had expected. So, he did not answer.

“What are you, a mute?” Her clipped voice was bitter, angry. She folded her arms.

Even though it was probably foolish, he replied, “Nice to meet you too.” Vasili narrowed his eyes. Who is she?

She scoffed. “Of course, you’re a cocky little smart mouth. I ought not to have expected any less from an Ellarian.”

She’s well spoken. No peasant. And she speaks of my House like slang. Without respect. As though she’s better than me? Ordinarily, that would have rankled his pride. Now, it piqued his curiosity. He had been raised to know every noble house and every scion of them, and, with her distinctive look and the scars upon her cheeks, if she was nobility, he ought to have known of her. “Who are you?” He could not resist.

Her lips thinned – as if he had crossed a line. But then she smiled. Her eyes glittered with the venom of it. “I am your worst nightmare. We shall be spending a lot of time together, you and I, and I am going to break you, Vasili of House Ellarian.” With that promise and a widening of her vicious grin, she turned and left.

However, before the door closed, she stepped back in and threw down a plate and a cup.

Water sailed through the air. The plate clattered on the floor, its contents flying everywhere. Landing on the floor. Spilled. Utterly spoiled and beyond consumption.

“Enjoy your breakfast, traitor.”

His heart pounding with a mix of terror and exhilaration at his own daring, he called after her, “Would you like some?”

He heard her scoff of disgust just as the door slammed shut behind her. The key turned. And her stamping feet echoed down the hallway into silence.

Vasili let out a great exhale. “What on Altarea was that...?”

-
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“YOU KNEW.” MORRIGAN could not keep the tremor of anger from her voice as she faced her mother, her whitened fists clenched and shaking. She was on her knees, supplicant as always in her mother’s presence – and that day, she hated it more than usual.

“Knew what?” Bellatrix’s voice was casual – too casual, and did not fool Morrigan in the slightest. Her mother lounged on a ragged old chaise – a remnant of her formerly glorious life, battered and torn in places, she still made it feel like a throne in her quarters, high up in the mountain. A rare luxury bathed her – natural light through a channel carved in the rock. Not that it was ever truly light in that hellhole of a mountain, given that it was the middle of winter and the sun never seemed to rise over the mountains even when the skies cleared.

“You gave me permission to use that traitor knowing full well he was nephew to those—”

“Grandmasters,” her mother injected poisonously. “Do not presume to speak ill of them because you have been outwitted, girl. Yes, I knew. So?”

“So now I cannot do as I wished with him.” Morrigan seethed. Protected by his uncles, I cannot make him sing for me. There would be no way to use him to gain standing in the Order to the extent she had planned – as a specimen of research to see if she could convert him to her Lord’s purpose by whatever means necessary. And punishing him mercilessly for his sins along the way. If she could have either turned him or destroyed him, it would have been proof that she was ready, capable, and devoted, proving her service to the Order and cementing her succession to her mother.

Of course, her mother had known. Morrigan gritted her teeth. Bellatrix knew everything that passed in the Order; it was her business as Mother. I was naive to think anything otherwise. To think that she would not humiliate me if she could. Bellatrix seemed determined to make Morrigan’s life as hard as possible. It was part of the challenge of training her for her eventual succession to Bellatrix’s role. But half the time, Morrigan simply hated her for it.

“Then you had better find another way to do whatever it is you wish.” Bellatrix smirked.

Morrigan glared at her mother and stood – rising from her knees without Bellatrix’s permission.

“Pass the wine.” Her mother’s way to exert control at all times, even if Morrigan had stood without permission. The wine stood in a chipped carafe on Bellatrix’s private dining table.

“You win.” Bellatrix had won that time – the little dance of politics and malice that they played. Morrigan strode to the table, took a huge swig directly from the carafe, and slammed it back down on the table. “Get your own wine.” She stalked out, shutting the door behind her with an almighty crash – and hating herself even more, that her mother had ruffled her, would know she had gotten under Morrigan’s skin. Morrigan so often seemed to lose their petty games.

One day... Morrigan vowed. One day, she would be on top, with no one to manipulate her, no one to check her, and no one to stand in her way.
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Chapter Seventeen (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Lief did not think she could have been more intimidated by Solanaceae after She had harnessed a storm for her wrath. She was wrong.

Now they both stood, she and Aedon, shoulder to shoulder, as still as prey fixed in the gaze of a predator. Solanaceae once more lolled upon Her chair with that casual and yet terrifying grace. The other thrones were full too.

Elves – some more like trees than elves – watched them coldly and silently. All tall sentinels who Lief knew were not their allies. She had dashed her gaze around to each of them in turn, finding nothing but hostility within their amber eyes, before she had dropped it to the moss-covered ground once more. Beside her, Aedon did not move. Though their arms were a shade away from touching, it seemed like a gulf yawned between them. It seemed as though at any moment, the high council of Tir-na-Alathea would end them.

Nerves trembled in the pit of Lief’s stomach. Why have we been called? They had little else to give; Solanaceae had already ripped the truth from their minds and memories. What more need did She have for them?

Behind them, an elf creaked in his ancient, oaken throne. The ivy smothering it shivered, leaves sliding over each other with gentle hisses. At the sound, Lief tensed but knew she ought not to turn. Ought not to put her back to Solanaceae. Nevertheless, to be surrounded on all sides deeply unsettled her. Not least because the elf behind her she could almost sense – viscerally imagine – leaning forward with his knobbled, brittle, long-fingered hands with those delicate but deadly claws curving on the end. The double canines, so long and pointed, parting in a smile of anticipation...

The Queen stirred, breaking Lief’s thoughts. “I gather you here for news so grave as we have not heard in decades.” Her words were a troubled murmur, and Her gaze captured each of Her lords and ladies in turn before they inclined their heads to Her, the most fair and terrible of them all.

Before Lief and Aedon, the pool shimmered. Above, the sky was once more azure, no hint of the Queen’s earlier wrath. However, the pool did not reflect the living world. Instead, glittering mists coiled within. Lief felt only apprehension as they stood before it, not daring to draw too close. She did not want to learn what its purpose was.

“I will show you that of which I speak,” Solanaceae continued, “and then we may all decide what ought to be done of it.” Without warning, She assaulted Lief’s and Aedon’s minds anew, delving deep and sharp with Her hooks and yanking out the memories She sought.

Swirling trails of glittering smoke like vaporized tears seemed to pull from their eyes with Her efforts. Reluctant tendrils, sticky and slow, dragged from them with brutish force. Groaning, Lief fell forward onto her hands and knees as Aedon crumpled beside her in a heap, leaning heavily on his hands. The smoke – their memories, Lief realised – coalesced before them in the air, swirling together, before sinking into the pool between them all.

At last, it ceased. Solanaceae withdrew from their minds with sudden finality, leaving them both gasping on the ground like landed fish. Dizziness assailed Lief, and her vision darkened for a moment, as though she had stood too quickly. She blinked it away, slowing her breath, watching and waiting, still on her hands and knees, as the pool darkened before them to the blackest night before clearing.

Woods appeared – the forest of Tir-na-Alathea – and Lief realised what she saw. It was her own memories, playing out. The day she had discovered the breach in the forest’s border. The day she had discovered Lune fell. The day she and Aedon had met. Nausea swept through her. At the violation. And at the memories.

The memories flashed, faster and faster – days and weeks of them in minutes and seconds. Around them, the conclave was deathly silent. Each elf gripped to the story unfolding before them. Their hands so tight around the arm of their thrones that their dark knuckles paled. Lief did not want to look – but she could not look away. Not as Lief relived the fall of Lune. Not as she relived the visceral fear of the beasts hunting her and Aedon down the river. Not as she fought the arakea on that dark night for both their lives.

At last, the memories finished with the defeat of the beasts at the Wellspring and the devastation there, and noise crashed about them all as each lord and lady spoke at once, vying for their voice to be heard above all others. Power crackled in the air – it was heavy with its charge, the easy warmth of the summer’s day made unpleasantly close by it – as their anger and worry rippled. Even the trees outside the petrified circle creaked and groaned, swaying, as though they too had an opinion on the matter.

But when Solanaceae stood, silence fell at once. The seething atmosphere of magic continued, but not one word was spoken. Not one bird chirped. It was as though all held their breath with Lief, Aedon, and the lords and ladies of the living forest.

“I feel your concern. You see what I see. This is no mere blight or an isolated incident of dark magic flaring. This is not the first report I have received of such abominations in my land over the previous days.” The Queen’s voice turned dark, Her tone quiet and yet deadly. She turned to a lady of thorns and roses, who stood from her own throne – which Lief did not know how she could sit upon, being so covered with jaggedly sharp and long thorns as it was – and gave her a warning glance.

“Ru’zena.”

The elf Solanaceae named as Ru’zena swept her amber gaze across them, alighting last of all upon Lief and Aedon. Lief did not cast hers aside, though the scrutiny of the elf lady felt invasive, as though she scoured an already tender wound after Solanaceae’s plundering of their memories. Instead, Lief stared back – though she kept her face carefully blank – until Ru’zena’s attention strayed to Aedon, who lowered his attention to the ground.

Lief wanted to reach out – physically, and with her magic – to shield him but dared not.

Ru’zena spoke, standing tall, as unyielding at Solanaceae. Her eyes were fire against her umber skin, enhanced by the crimson gown she wore – shredded fabric that draped artfully across her breasts and hips, cascading to the ground so it seemed that she stood upon a bed of fallen rose petals. Her stomach and arms were laid bare, lithe and toned, long and slender, coiled in the way of their people with athletic strength. At her neck hung a single thorn pendant of coppery gold, and upon her brow a diadem of rose petals Sung by wood elf magic from the same strange metal, with thorny vines upholding them – as though the slightest breath would dislodge them all to cascade down her lovely form.

“I have fresh reports from the east, my Queen, where my kindred reside. Our border has also seen such a breach by similar means, though my people are unaffected by this terrible curse. Dark beasts roam the forest. We hunt them all.” Her voice was savage and filled with retribution at that. “And yet more come, crawling from their dark holes with each coming night. An endless wave that chips away at our people.”

Solanaceae bared Her teeth at Ru’zena’s report as around them, a murmur arose at her words.

“When did this begin?” Solanaceae’s voice was almost silent, and yet it carved through the hubbub. Frigid silence fell at once.

“Three days past. My fastest scouts brought the report just this morning.”

Solanaceae scowled. “Then your news only adds to the weight of what we see before us. Valxiron rises anew.”

Silence – a deathly hush – fell before the outcry began. At the mercy of their host, Lief and Aedon could do nothing but watch and wait and listen as the cacophony overwhelmed them. A blast erupted from Solanaceae, and She was pale with anger.

“Silence! Every word you speak, every moment you take, is a waste. Dark creatures and death stir in our realm, and I will not suffer it. That our borders are breached is inconceivable, and yet this darkness appears to do so with such ease. It ought to be impossible. Further, that Ru’zena’s people – and there may be yet more we do not know of, that news never escaped from – suffer a similar fate as Lune. It can be no one else. No greater force of darkness exists, no greater malevolence towards our way of life than he.”

“How is it possible?” said an elf so gnarled that his skin was knobbled as bark, greying with age, and his hair was a tangle of mosses and twigs.

Solanaceae sighed heavily. “As it was before, so it will be again. We were naive to believe that Valxiron had but one anchor that kept his foothold in the living world as he bided his time until he was ready to rise. He has another... and I would suspect many. His absence has merely been the nursing of his wounds, the gathering of his strength anew.”

Silence fell like a blanket as the full weight of Her words sank in. That the dark one who had nearly obliterated them all, whom the alliance had defeated by such a narrow margin and at such great cost, walked freely once more. Easily. With impunity. With insolence.

The question hung in the air between them all – what could be done of it? Lief still huddled with Aedon upon the ground as her fear only grew. The beings before her were so powerful she could hardly imagine; what power was so vast that even they would be terrified of it? She did not want to discover the answer.

“We need to know more.” Solanaceae’s voice was hard. Ruthless. A commander. “You.”

At her attention, Lief stuttered, meeting the terrible Queen’s gaze and freezing helplessly.

“Lief na Arboreali. You will help. And you, Aedon Lindhir Riel.”

With her words, Lief could feel the rising magic, binding her to the Queen’s will, whether she wished it or not. She shuddered at the compulsion urging her to stand but did not fight it, rising smoothly to her feet at the Queen’s will – as Aedon did likewise beside her.

“I will send a full centime to Lune.”

A centime. Lief wondered at Her vow. A hundred warriors; half as many as had been stationed with Lief at the outpost, but of the most elite force in the realm. A hundred trained, lethal, elven warriors. Solanaceae did not jest.

“You will guide them,” the Queen commanded Lief. “Evanesce there using your memories for quick passage, and once there, you know the lay of the land. It is upon you I place the responsibility of their safety.”

Lief forced herself into a bow. Her heart hammered, and her mouth dried at that weight. She could not evanesce. Did the Queen know that? Lief hoped not. How in Tir-na-Alathea will I appease her if I cannot?

“And you, Aedon...” the Queen mused. But before She could continue, he interjected.

“I want my freedom,” Aedon demanded, raising his chin and meeting Her eyes with defiance that Lief found death-defying. “I’ve endured my punishment, and I will tarry here no more.”

Lief’s heart lurched for another reason then. That he would leave her – in the midst of such a mess.

“I will help of my own free choice, not your compulsion, if you swear to release me now.”

Fury flashed in Solanaceae’s eyes. “I will do no such thing, thief. Remember your promise; you gave your life to me willingly. It is not my fault if now you regret it.”

“It’s not fair,” Aedon growled. His next words cut off Solanaceae’s tinkling, incredulous laugh. “If Valxiron walks anew, I shall not meet him shackled. I want the honour of choosing my death.”

“Your fire is my greatest secret weapon, thief,” hissed Solanaceae, stalking closer, all the while fixed upon him. “You are a fool to think I should give you freedom or choice; you would disappear before I could ever put you to good use.”

“Then if you trust me so little, make me a promise, Queen. I will do as you wish in this, but upon our return from Lune, you will free me.”

Lief remained frozen beside him, terrified that the iron will in his voice would be the last straw, that Solanaceae would obliterate him – or both of them – for his insolence.

The Queen smiled lazily, and Her eyes glittered with dangerous malice and amusement. Lief’s breath had unconsciously frozen.

“All right, then, thief. That does make it interesting. Use your fire for the good of my realm, to scour the blight from it and push back the darkness, and, should you survive... you are a free elf. If you make it – return to Emuir, this very spot – alive.”

“Done.” Aedon’s reply was faster than an arrow in flight. A ruffle of magic waved over the clearing with the striking of their bond.

Solanaceae’s lazy smile only widened – and with it, Lief’s apprehension grew. Clearly, the Queen saw no threat in their bargain. Does she have no further need of him? ...Or does she know his chances of survival are so slim he will have truly earned his liberty after we are done? Lief shivered.

“You will leave with the dawn tomorrow. In the meantime, make yourselves ready. Commander?” Solanaceae’s sharp attention, at last, left them.

El’hari stepped forward. “Yes, my Queen?”

“A centime of your finest warriors. You will remain here. Make them ready.”

“My Queen.” El’hari executed a low bow and gestured sharply at Lief and Aedon to follow. They backed away from the Queen one step at a time – though already Her attention had strayed back to Her lords and ladies and the furore that arose at Her claims of Valxiron’s rejuvenation.

The tangle of their shouted conversation mirrored the mire within Lief’s own soul at the prospect of returning to Lune. To where Finarvon and her peers awaited her. The blight. The breach. And her ghosts.
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Chapter Eighteen (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Deep violets gave way to dusky pinks and the peach of sunrise before day broke over Tir-na-Alathea. Lief had long been awake in her treetop. She wondered if Aedon slept in his prison. Solanaceae had not allowed Aedon the dignity of his liberty – or any pretence of it – that final night.

Yet he had been free of it for hours as they prepared in the dark to leave, alongside the centime of warriors Solanaceae had tasked with the self-same mission – discovering what had passed at Lune. Exterminating any abominations they found therein.

El’hari had remained awake all night too, by the looks of it, for she had not changed attire, though she showed only the barest signs of fatigue in the slight darkening beneath her eyes. She busied herself moving between pockets of the elven warriors, making sure all knew their task, and all were equipped to meet it.

Under the faint moonlight, and the illumination of passing fireflies and bright faelights that provided illumination to the courtyard nestled between several giant Emuir trees, Aedon and Lief checked over their equipment again.

Aedon tugged down the leather jerkin over his shirt. “This is so tight,” he grumbled.

Lief snorted. “Better a tight jerkin than a useless shirt. If you fancy death, take it off.” For the jerkin was not merely material reinforced to help a knife slide past, or provide extra protection; the rangers of Emuir wore spelled clothes, their protection magical as well as physical. Lief was grateful for that, but mostly, she appreciated that they finally had clean clothes. She recalled peeling her last set off and nearly shuddered. They had stunk. The thought was more than faintly embarrassing.

Lief stepped forward, allowing herself the liberty of twisting Aedon’s jerkin slightly to the side, tugging it down, and loosening the ties on one side ever so slightly. “Better?”

“Hmm,” he agreed gruffly.

She rolled her eyes and stepped back to appraise him. The faelights twinkled, throwing warmth into his forest green eyes. They matched the hue of the outfit they both wore; the slim-fitting moss-green jerkin, embellished with trees and vines. She took in the pale green shirt that covered his arms down to the wrists. The pointed cuffs embroidered with golden threads. The leather leggings that clung to the wiry muscles of his thighs – starting to rebuild after years of wastage in captivity – and the new boots upon his feet. Altogether more practical than the threadbare garments he had possessed. Altogether more handsome. He was almost refined. Almost one of her own.

At that thought, she coloured and turned away under the pretence of picking up their weapons from the ground. Their daggers – Aedon still using Lief’s own from Lune and Lief with a new, Emuir-made blade. She admired the leaf-shaped dagger that glimmered with its own inner light from the fresh spells placed upon it. The blade was untarnished – as yet unused – and she ran a finger with awe over the flowing decorations etched into the blade, clasping the comfortable leather handle chased with gold, testing the weight of the weapon.

She bore a new set of bow and arrows too, longer in both than she was typically used to, as was the way of the Emuir trend, given their taller stature. They would require some practice. Aedon had chosen a light, beautifully curved scimitar that fit into his hand and cut swift, silent, and sharp. It too had glowing, trailing designs etched into the blade, imbued with the magic of the Emuir wood elves.

He ran a finger up and down the length of it in silent admiration.
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IT FELT GOOD TO BE free. Not truly, Aedon knew, but enough to have the semblance of it. Unchained – physically and magically, save for the Queen’s compulsion which would see him do her bidding – and armed to boot, outfitted as one of the wood elves’ own... it was a strange feeling. He knew he could never be one of them; his pale skin marked him instantly for a foreigner, and the shades of his heart bound him to Pelenor, but he was grateful, at least, to avoid the indignity of being chained like a beast and dragged back to Lune.

His lip tugged up in a smile as he watched Lief count her arrows for the fourth time and then run a careful hand over her bow, checking for any weaknesses or flaws in the wood. She’s nervous. Aedon could understand it; he felt the same way. She had no reason to be nervous; this was not the deadly journey they had barely survived. Now they travelled in strength with a hundred of Solanaceae’s finest warriors. Swift. With the element of surprise... against whatever awaited them.

And yet he could see the difference within her. Lief’s strength was ascendant, now she was healed, the last of the blight’s shadow teased from her by the skilful magic of a wise, old elven healer El’hari had sent. Now, her outside matched the inner beauty, fire, and vibrancy he had come to know.

She looked wild and free in the garb of her people; she too wore the tunic, but her shirt had no sleeves, and instead, wrapped around her forearms she wore bracers shaped like giant leaves. Her slim-fitting attire accentuated the lithe tone and every curve of her body... a body that he had lost himself in not days ago – and had craved since. The desire had been made all the worse for knowing it could not be.

“What?” Lief said as she caught Aedon watching and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear self-consciously.

“You look beautiful, inside and out,” he whispered so only she could hear him, unable to stop an honest answer from erupting.

She stilled. And swallowed. Cast her eyes around them to be sure they were in a pocket of stillness amongst the hubbub where they would not be overheard. And then she smiled, so shyly – caught by surprise, it seemed – it made his heart swell that she had allowed him to see such a vulnerable side of her, even for a moment.

After that instant of surprise, her usual fire seemed to return. “You don’t scrub up too badly yourself, thief,” she said snidely.

Before he could retort, El’hari sauntered over. “Come, you two. If you’re ready, I’ll introduce you to your cinq.”

Aedon raised an eyebrow at Lief.

“A centime is a hundred warriors. A cinq is a unit of five.”

“You’re to stay with this cinq, all right?” El’hari turned back, a slight frown of impatience at their dallying. “They’re your protection as much as you are theirs. They’re your family, as far as you’re concerned, for the foreseeable future. You eat together, march together, sleep together, wash together, breathe together. Defend each other to the dying breath.”

Lief nodded, her jaw set, the determined fire in her eyes once more ablaze; the Lief Aedon knew presented herself to the world, no matter what lay inside.

El’hari drew them over to a knot of five wood elves, who were in various stages of readiness – hoisting packs on, sheathing weapons, sharpening blades. “Thorlas, Rowan, Kinear, Aster, Iostren,” she introduced quickly – too quickly for Aedon to attach the names to any of them.

Dawn had just about broken, so Aedon could hardly see more than shadowy details. All tall, lithe warriors. Two female, three male. All the sternness of wood elves he would have expected – aloof, their stances hard. They were all dark-skinned, mahogany-haired, amber-eyed, and dressed identically to Lief. Aedon could not have felt more out of place.

I’ll tell them apart by their weapons, Aedon decided. Until he knew them better, it would have to do. Spear, staff, arrows, sword, twin knives, he renamed them mentally.

Aedon inclined his head as they did so likewise. All their amber eyes pierced him with suspicion. All would know he was not just a foreigner, but a prisoner of the Queen.

“Right. Time to go. Fair journey to you, friends.” El’hari stood back, her face hard and closed as the centime assembled and trekked, two by two, towards the gates of Emuir. Lief and Aedon moved to follow their cinq, in the middle of the group.

Aedon cast a glance back at El’hari, but she had already turned away to ascend to the trees once more.

“Can you evanesce?” one of their cinq – Aedon could not discern who – asked them.

“N-no,” Lief replied.

The elf pursed his lips. “All right.”

They followed in silence to the edge of Emuir, stepping under the arch that marked the boundary to the capital city. The magic washed over them once more, the temperature of the air outside Emuir cooling, becoming more humid, as the protective enchantments of the city faded, the spells which forbade evanescing or any such covert measures of arrival or departure now behind them too.

“Here,” said the elf. Their cinq stopped. Around them, other units of five did too, and pressed their palms together, one elf to the next, to form a giant circle. “You’re to guide us. We follow you.” He looked to Lief for direction.

“All right,” she said. Aedon caught the hint of a tremor in her voice. He joined his palm to hers. Lacing their fingers and squeezing to offer her silent reassurance.

“Ready?” the elf asked.

“I can’t evanesce,” she stammered.

He frowned at her but nodded. “We can invoke the magic and take you with us if you share your memories to lead where we ought to go.”

Lief nodded, and tentatively reached out a tendril of her own mind to his, pushing out the memory of the mountainous valley and the route there.

And with a tug around his navel, the world disappeared as their wood elf guardians evanesced with them through the fabric of reality. Away from Emuir, away from safety, and towards whatever devastation awaited them.
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Chapter Nineteen (The Hidden Valley)

[image: image]


“I beg your pardon?” Vasili’s heart thudded in his chest so loudly he did not hear.

“Come with me. The grandmasters summon you.” The guard was curt, and he had already turned away.

Vasili grabbed his cloak and scurried after him, leaving his cell – those walls that seemed so safe compared to the unknown that awaited him outside. He had made his decision, and yet... it did not mean that he relished it. Rather, he was even more terrified of his duplicity being discovered. The consequences would be even worse for him, then.

At the end of the maze of twisting, turning corridors, Namir, the youngest brother, awaited him. Tall and dressed in black, a cloak trimmed with raven feathers falling to the floor to ward against the winter chill. His smile was cold and did not reach his eyes as he greeted Vasili – and his attention snagged upon the crimson cloak Vasili wore. The uniform of the Winged Kingsguard. He muttered to the guard before he turned to Vasili. “Nephew, welcome.”

Vasili only stared at him without a word. What could he greet Namir with in return? Sir – too respectful. Uncle – too familial. After all, he was still a prisoner.

“Have you considered our proposal?” Namir’s voice was light, but Vasili could not miss the calculating glare his uncle shot him.

Vasili swallowed, and his uncle laughed, a rich, hearty sound that seemed entirely out of place in the cold, barren mountain. “Too busy wrestling with your demons, I see. Well, come with me. I thought, what better way to convince you than to show you.” But Namir’s smile was not kind and generous as he extended an arm to invite Vasili to walk beside him.

A cold blast of air gushed down the hall, and Vasili could see the faint glow of daylight ahead. He had lost all sense of time inside the mountain. Vasili walked beside his uncle as Namir led them towards that light – resisting the urge to attack his uncle or flee. Resisting the visceral disgust in his blood at what he was to do.

Despite the dullness of the day, it still blinded Vasili for a few moments as he accustomed his eyes to the natural light after so many days in the darkness or faint faelights. And when they acclimatised, he gasped.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Namir said smugly. He stood, his hands clasped behind him, legs planted confidently. As though he were a king surveying his kingdom.

Vasili supposed he was, as a grandmaster; all of it was his to command. For, before them both, upon the frozen lake, drilled at least a thousand people. Organised in rows and columns into a giant grid, bodies seethed upon the thick ice, parrying backwards and forwards, magic flashing as it lit up the air in patches here and there as magic wielders honed their skills alongside blades.

“This is just one stronghold, of course. There are more.” Namir’s voice was casual, airy. And yet his words were carefully chosen.

He seeks to intimidate me. A show of strength. A boast. And perhaps a test...

“Oh?”

Namir laughed, as if he saw right through Vasili’s cautious bait. “Indeed,” he replied affably, and he gave no more detail than that on what he had hinted. “They are good, no?”

“They seem very proficient, yes.” Vasili’s reply was cautious and his voice empty of feeling. It was true, though; for the nearest ranks that he could see trained with at least equal skill to Pelenor’s army and the basic training of the Winged Kingsguard.

“They will be ready, you see,” Namir said, his voice hardening, “when the time comes.”

Vasili did not dare ask. Not on the knife-edge he walked. Not yet. I cannot give them myself yet. It will be too implausible. I have to appear as precisely reluctant as I am to have any hope of convincing them my change of heart is genuine.

“Do the Winged Kingsguard train like this?” Namir asked.

Vasili’s breath caught for a moment before he steadied himself. “Yes,” he replied honestly. He would have to give away some things, he knew, to earn his uncles’ trust. “Though not in such numbers.” The Winged Kingsguard were an elite force, limited in their selection. He will know that. That is not too much for me to say. Even so, guilt gnawed at him.

Namir nodded, as if, perhaps, to confirm to himself what he already knew. Or perhaps that Vasili had passed some small test of which he had been somewhat unaware. “You will tell me all you know of their training regimes.”

Vasili did not reply as panic rippled through him. What will I have to divulge to gain their trust? For he could not, would not, betray everything of the Winged Kingsguard, to whom he had sworn his vows. Yet... anything less than wholeheartedness would doom him.

Namir had already turned away, to Vasili’s relief. “Come. I’ll take you past the dragon pits. I want to check their condition. See if they’re shaping up well.”

For a moment, Vasili thought Namir meant the pits in which his fellow Winged Kingsguard were being held prisoner. However, Namir had turned to the opposite side of the valley.

“D-dragons?” Vasili called as he hurried after Namir, realising that his uncle did not mean the scouts the Order had captured. That means...

Namir turned briefly to flash him a wicked smile. “Oh, yes, my boy. Dragons.” His voice lightened, a false innocence creeping in. “Did Tristan not tell you?”

It cannot be. It’s impossible.

It was a punch to the gut. Vasili fought to keep his expression blank – keep the hurt and anger locked inside – and was glad Namir strode before him, unable to see the turmoil his words had caused. He followed his uncle down treacherously icy steps onto a trail that led around the edge of the frozen lake. A few sparse evergreens, barely alive, dotted the hillside, a screen of sorts, to obscure...

Vasili gasped as they rounded the small tree-topped ridge.

Scoured into the hillside were more than a dozen pits and caves – all barred with cruel, spiked, iron grilles. And lurking inside them... Dragons. Keepers scurried to and fro, tossing rough-cut slabs of meat through the bars. Wedge-shaped heads, covered in dull scales, darted forward to snatch the meat from thin air and drag it into the shadows.

“How can this be?” Vasili breathed.

Namir grinned lazily, taking in Vasili’s shock and awe with obvious relish. “So they did not tell you... Interesting.”

He had known; the stories were vague. A dragon or two, but this... This is a breeding program. And the dragons here were kept little better than beasts.

“The Winged Kingsguard aren’t the only ones who possess dragons.”

Possess? Vasili baulked at the hateful word. They are not chattel! But he clamped down on his rising anger.

“For centuries, we have been collecting our own dragons. One here, one there... but in the last century, we finally obtained a breeding female, from the old King’s hoard, no less. She has been put to good use. Now, we grow our own army. One dragon at a time. Fine specimens, aren’t they?” He beamed with obvious pride, a dark relish tainting him.

But all Vasili could do was stare into the pits and into the caves, at the sorry, stunted creatures within, and feel wrath.

“I ride that one, there.” Namir pointed. A great beast, too large to fit comfortably in the cave inside which it had been restrained, glowered at them unhappily, forced by the restricted space to crouch with no room to stand or flare its wings. “All the grandmasters have such privilege – and a few of our chosen loyal brethren get to share in the experience.” He looked meaningfully to Vasili, who spent his entire energy on keeping his expression entirely blank. For inside, fury consumed him that they violated the sacred bond of dragon and rider – a monogamous choice of both rider and dragon – forced these beasts to serve, and kept them in such squalor.

“That could be you one day, you know. You are already proficient on dragon back; that gives you a keen edge over all others. Perhaps you could teach us.” His eyes lit up with the idea. “Perhaps if your dragon escaped, if it returns, we shall have another fine specimen for our ranks.”

Vasili felt sick. Nauseated by what he had seen, the cruel streak of this Order – that, when faced in person, seemed so much worse than he could even have imagined – and the reminder of Icarus’s unknown fate.

“What say you, nephew?”

However, Vasili did not get the chance to respond – not that he was entirely sure how to when wrath locked his lips around anything other than curses. Then a familiar voice sounded behind them both.

“Are you taking your new hound for a walk, Grandmaster Ellarian?” Her arrogant voice rang out across the snow. The woman who had visited Vasili, who had behaved so coldly and so strangely. Still in her leathers. Even paler skinned, it seemed, under the paltry light. With a dark bundle in one hand.

Namir turned and smirked. “Lady Morrigan.” He sank into a deep bow, a respect that surprised Vasili.

Morrigan. Vasili noted the name. And a lady... His curiosity grew yet more.

Morrigan stared down at him, bored and blank, until he rose.

“To what do we owe this pleasure?” Vasili could hear the oiliness in Namir’s voice, see the strange glint in his eye. He looked between them. Morrigan radiated nothing but cold disdain, but Namir... Namir wants more. And, from what he had already known of his uncle, his need for power and status, that meant Morrigan was someone worth pursuing, in his uncle’s eyes. There was no affection or warmth within Namir, only a cool hunger. Once more, Vasili wondered who Morrigan was.

“I came to visit your new charge. My new charge, in part too.” She looked to Vasili as though he were nothing but a piece of dirt upon her boot, barely worth the attention of flicking off.

“Oh?” Namir glanced to Vasili with renewed interest and shrewd calculation. “We are to work together in some way? I would be honoured.” More than honoured, if Vasili’s suspicion was indeed correct, that his uncle pursued this young woman for some twisted gain.

Morrigan scoffed at him. “Don’t be ridiculous. Your motivations are, no doubt, entirely political. Mine come from the mouth of the oracle. He is for our Lord, not you.”

Vasili could have cut the tension with a knife. But his uncle, in a show of deference Vasili had not expected, wet his lips with his tongue, swallowed, and bowed again. “Of course,” Namir murmured. “Carmina nostro fine.” Vasili did not understand the words.

Morrigan muttered them back. And then she turned and stared at Vasili. “He is to be one of us?”

Namir turned to Vasili too, and Vasili forced himself to stand tall under their joint scrutiny.

“I believe so, though there will be much work to do,” said his uncle.

“Can he not answer for himself?” Morrigan shot Namir a scathing look.

Vasili did not know whether to admire or despise her. But in that moment, he felt no fear. Only anger for the horror that lay behind them – the captive dragons in the pits and caves – deeply rooted and filling him burning hot.

“I am open to your proposals,” he said stiffly to his uncle, with a scowl. The closest to any acquiescence he could give, he hoped, that would convince them.

Namir laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “I hear your doubts, nephew, and they shall all be assuaged. Give yourself to our cause fully, and you will be rewarded. You will see the error of your prior ways, the sins of the world, and what must be wiped clean. My good Lady Morrigan, if you are to take charge of him, then you must prepare him for Initiation into our ranks at once.”

“Do not presume to order me, Grandmaster.”

Namir inclined his head. “Of course, Lady. You know I hold you, and your Lady Mother, in greatest esteem for your unerring service to our Lord.”

“This is for you.” Morrigan ignored Namir entirely and thrust the dark bundle at Vasili. He stepped forward to take it, trying not to shy away from her. A black cloak unfurled in his hand. Simple but warm. And black. He stared at it for a moment dumbly.

“Well?” Morrigan said, her voice harsh. “If you are to truly be one of us, you cannot wear that abomination any longer.” She flicked a finger at his scarlet cloak.

With numb fingers and a roaring in his ears, Vasili unclipped the cloak of the Winged Kingsguard from about his neck.

Morrigan snatched it from his hands, balled it up, and tossed it into the air. Above one of the dragon pits. “Burn it!” she commanded.

A rumble, followed an instant later by a gout of flame, soared through the iron grill. The cloak incinerated in a second, falling to the ground as ash, as the flame disappeared and the growling dragon retreated once more in the pit.

“Put it on.”

Her command was a challenge to him, he knew. Vasili swept the black cloak around his shoulders without hesitation. Hating himself already for it. And clasped it before his neck.

“Befitting of a son of House Ellarian,” Namir said smugly. “I thank you for bearing it in place of the guard I tasked; there was no need for you to trouble yourself.”

“Hmm.”

Namir sank into a low bow, scooping up Morrigan’s slender hand in his giant, dark hands. He pressed a kiss to her knuckles, lingering – until she pulled her hand away after a polite length of time, not bothering to conceal the disgust upon her face. “Good day, Grandmaster. Carmina nostro fine.”

“At your service, Lady Morrigan. Carmina nostro fine.”

Morrigan had already turned away, great strides separating them. Her call echoed back to them. “Don’t for one damned second thing that a cloak will make you one of us, traitor. I do not trust you.” 

And as they too left the dragon pits, the sounds of unhappy rumbling fading behind them, aside from his anger, Vasili could only wonder at the young woman who seemed to stand so wickedly and vehemently against him, beyond all comprehension.

That day, he had woken filled with fear and doubt. Now anger gave him clarity – and drive. I will uphold my vows to the Winged Kingsguard; not by denying them, but by embracing them. Everything I do for this cursed Order will be in service to my true cause.

Vasili only hoped that he would make it out alive – and with his soul, and his vows, intact.
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Chapter Twenty (The Hidden Valley)
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It was pitch black, and the bloom of bright light was a painful awakening. Vasili startled from his sleep, squinting against the blinding light. A shadowy form stood over him.

“Get up,” Morrigan said, before he had a chance to perceive any more than that.

Vasili blinked, rubbing a hand across his eyes, and as he pulled it back, a gush of icy water slapped him in the face. He roared, shooting out of bed at once from the shock of it, spraying water everywhere. Morrigan retreated – out of his reach, and out of the path of the water droplets flying as Vasili shook his head like a dog.

Vasili spluttered, coughing it up from taking an accidental breath of it. “What in the blazes was that for?” he growled, adding a choice curse.

Then she was upon him to deliver a sharp, stinging slap to his face. “Say that again and I’ll have you whipped for it.” And then she was gone again, across the room. Watching him, her face marred by a snarl – as though she wanted him to give her reason to.

Vasili had frozen at the blow – never before had he been assaulted by a woman, let alone such a slip of one. Never had he been treated so by anyone in his life. His cheek stung. So too did his pride.

Morrigan eyed him up and down – his bare, heaving chest, leggings low around his midriff. “Get dressed now. We begin your tutelage.”

“What time is it?”

She glared at him, oozing disdain, before she answered. “The fourth bell.”

Vasili gritted his teeth. This was never going to be easy, he reminded himself. The worst was yet to come; an early morning would probably be the least of it. And so he rose at her command.

Shoving his boots on, his shirt over his head, raking a hand through his hair, and grabbing his new black cloak on the way out, Vasili followed at her heel as she swept away, down the twisting, turning corridors. He was beginning to learn the way to the main door, but Morrigan soon turned off that route, heading deeper into the bowels of the mountain fortress down a narrow stairway carved into the rocks.

She took him through the mountain to a door of stone, where, upon slipping through it, Vasili found himself outside in a small training ring set far away from the lake and the rest of the settlement. This one was ringed by trees and high crags. Utterly private. Vasili shivered at that. This woman, Lady Morrigan, was formidable, though he had not quite yet discerned how. He was not so naive to assume he could best her. What does she have planned?

When she stalked to the far side of the ring to retrieve a parcel and unwrapped two blades, he stilled.

She tossed one to him, handle first.

Vasili caught it and stilled. Surely, she’s not expecting...? He was not so foolish to dismiss her, but he could not help but look over her and find her wanting when it came to physical form. She’s so skinny; how can she even lift that sword?

Yet lift it she did, with a callous grin. “Let’s find out what you’re made of then, traitor.”

He weighed the balance of his experimentally as she paced around him, that malicious pleasure dominant upon her visage. It was a lighter blade than he was used to. Shorter and thicker. Easy to overswing, but short enough to mean he would be an easier target if he drew too close to strike.

What does she want? He hardly imagined that she had brought him to the secluded training ring to kill him with a half-blunt sword when the Order had surely a thousand more ways to inflict pain and suffering, and yet he did not imagine this would be a pleasantry of any kind.

Vasili readied the sword nonetheless as she charged him. He swung half-heartedly at her – still not knowing how hard she wanted to play. She was gone. One minute, there, and the next, disappearing into smoke and wind. He cried out in surprise – and felt the blunt force as she smashed the flat of the blade across the back of his head.

Vasili was unconscious before he hit the floor.

A gush of cold water roused him. For a second, he could feel the throb of his own heartbeat through the blinding pain in his skull.

“Up.”

He blinked away the black dizziness to see Morrigan standing over him. That infuriating smirk mingling with disdain as she glared haughtily down at him. And despite the world seeming to spin before him, he dug his palms into the rough, gritty ground and pushed himself up.

Blade in hand and more cautious, he backed away, eyes fixed upon her. “How did you do that?”

She laughed, a cruel tinkle. “I did not expect you to fall so easily, rider. Are you not made of sterner stuff? Come. I will play nicely. Show me your best.”

My best? Still injured from the incident with Icarus and the black dragon and what had passed at the hands of the Order since, and not to mention half-starved and exhausted. I am hardly at my best. Vasili snorted at the ridiculousness of it.

Her sword hung idly down by her side. A loose breeze teased a strand of her raven hair around her leather-clad shoulder. Her cloak, she had shunned whilst he was down, it seemed. Now, he could see every leather-wrapped inch of her. Tall, lithe, and packing more surprises than he had imagined.

Vasili unclipped his own cloak, sending it fluttering to the ground. He growled and charged.

And that blade was raised at once, meeting his steel with a surprising force that clashed right through him, jarring his already pounding head.

Vasili did not relent, battering Morrigan around the ring. He gave it everything he had – every move, every feint, and yet he still had the feeling that she toyed with him. Not once did he touch her. Not once did his blade slide past her guard. She seemed to dance away each time, drawing him further and further.

Until they had gone several laps around the ring and his chest heaved as he gulped in the frigid air that seared at his lungs with every breath. She still appeared fresh, not a bead of sweat upon her, not a droop in her posture, not a lag in her movements.

How can she be so fit? Vasili asked himself, for it seemed impossible, given her sallow and half-starved look. What sustains her? If Morrigan could disappear into shadow and wind, then she had truly trained at the Order; she was a powerful elf. Not one to be underestimated, he was learning.

“I’ve seen enough,” she said, smirking, and once more, she was gone, as though she had vanished into nothingness.

Appearing a second later directly before him.

A hard shove, and Morrigan sent Vasili, who was off balance and off guard, sprawling into the dirt once more. A knee upon his chest crushed the breath from him, and the sharper edge of her blade rested upon his throat.

Vasili bared his neck cautiously, hardly daring to breathe, lest the blade bite.

“Pitiful. I expected better from the famed Winged Kingsguard. Though, I suppose, you are little better than a rat to them, aren’t you? No wonder you got yourself caught.” Morrigan mused, sneering. She bent low over him, and this close, he could see flecks of amber fire in her grey eyes and the full detail of those horrific scars.

Vasili glared at her, but she only laughed at his silent hatred. “Save that. It shan’t serve you. If I ever see you look at me like that again, I’ll carve out your eyes.”

“My uncles would not let you.”

“You do not need your eyes to serve Our Lord. Would you like to try me?” she asked with venomous sweetness.

The blade vanished from his throat. Vasili resisted the urge to buck her off and pin her to the floor to incapacitate her. It took all his willpower not to; she was his sworn enemy, and she had battered his pride. But he lay still until she snapped her fingers at him.

“Well? Get up, then.”

As he rose, she crashed into his mind. Gasping at the unexpectedness of it, that shearing pain, Vasili swayed and dropped to a knee. He slammed up his mental shields and rammed her out at once. He could feel her battering from the other side as he retreated into his own mind. Her attack scrabbled uselessly, sliding off slick, sheer walls that she could find no weakness in. She is not so powerful as the grandmasters. Vasili could not help but grimly smile at that. She must have realised it, for her efforts redoubled.

And then... they vanished.

He opened his eyes. Morrigan walked away – had never turned, as though nothing had happened – towards the two figures waiting there. Vasili scrambled to his feet at the sight of his uncles.

“Grandmasters.” Morrigan’s cool voice carried back to him.

Vasili scooped up his now dusty cloak from the ground, swinging it around his neck – grateful for its length hiding the slight limp he had after her battering, especially after the embarrassment of it being from twisting his ankle as he fell to her. As his hands came away from his neck, a touch of red upon his fingers – for her blade had just nicked him after all, it seemed – he shrugged the fabric of the generous hood around his neck, grateful for it to conceal that too.

“My Lady, it seems we are tardy to our own appointment,” Hadir said, an incline of his head in respect to her, whilst beside him, Namir swept into a low bow.

“Nay. I am merely early.”

“You did not have to do this; we had—”

“And yet, I did. Here we are, Grandmasters. He is proficient with a sword, though he falls far short of my standards. There; I have saved you the bore. If you will excuse us, I have important Order matters to teach our new member.”

She made to sweep past them. Hadir for a moment blocked her way but withered at her glare, thought better of it, and melted out of her path.

“Come,” Morrigan called back to Vasili, as if he were a servant, and brushed past the grandmasters without a further word – not even looking back to check if he followed. Vasili did. His uncles were too busy scowling after Morrigan and her insolence – rank or not – to greet or take much notice of him, it seemed. Vasili gratefully slipped between them and hurried back through the stone door into the mountain behind his new mentor.

He could see the way they hated to defer to her, strong-willed males used to commanding, accustomed to dominating. Everything he saw of Morrigan only increased his curiosity – and healthy apprehension of her. Who is this strange young woman who holds so much power in the Order of Valxiron?
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Chapter Twenty-One (Tir-na-Alathea)
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They covered days’ worth of trekking that first day of evanescing – and if their elven comrades were to be believed, they were travelling slowly to make sure they missed nothing along the way. Aedon agreed with them, to Lief’s surprise without the faintest confusion as to their methods; yet again, she realised there was still so much she did not know of him. He has evanesced before? How curious...

There was no chance to ask him of it, however – not surrounded by the centime, a hundred suspicious strangers. Not when Sirvardi himself, the commander of the unit, kept such a close eye on them; Lief was a precious map to him and Aedon a prisoner. That night, the stern, silver-haired elf invited them to sup with his own cinq, but he did not engage in small talk. He grilled Lief on her knowledge of Lune and the surrounding area. And then the beasts that had chased them down the river. And then the mountain valley and the tainted Wellspring, which was to be their first destination.

Aedon, he ignored entirely. Lief rather suspected Aedon, busy surreptitiously examining all the elves around him – their attire, weapons, mannerisms, characters – did not mind. And so she bore the invasive probing.

When darkness fell and the camp quietened as those around them fell to slumber or the murmur of debate, Aedon and Lief returned to their own cinq, who still sat, the remnants of their dinner before them. Aedon and Lief had eaten from the commander’s own supplies, though hardly grand, for the travelling fare of wood elves was simple, practical, and bland.

Aedon and Lief padded silently over and sat slightly back from the rest of the group – who paid them little heed and continued murmuring out of Aedon’s and Lief’s hearing.

“Come on,” said Aedon after a few minutes of silence that hung awkwardly between them in the thick air. They could not speak frankly before their new company, and both of them knew it. “I need some good cheer after that.”

Lief nodded, and they stood and drifted away, meandering through the small knots of elves until they reached the edge of the camp.

She could not help but feel a small thrill when they were alone in the forest at last together, out of sight and hearing of the rest of the camp. She turned to see Aedon rolling his shoulders to stretch out the tension in the back of his shoulders and neck.

“That feels better. Don’t you feel stifled?”

She knew what he meant – stifled by the company, stifled by the attention, stifled by the very humidity of the forest itself there, which seemed to be brewing on the brink of a storm that never came, holding the air thick and close, unpleasantly clammy and warm. It was a relief to be free of the company, at least, in the darkening forest, where the last of the dusk chorus faded.

“Aye.” Lief sighed and perched upon a fallen log. Aedon sat opposite her, upon the grass that spread between the huge deciduous trees that soared above them. That silence at least was a welcome one, a companionable one, free from judgement and expectation. She still felt too close to the main camp to speak freely. It seemed Aedon did too.

They were silent for so long, a mouse scurried past after a while. Aedon watched the creature, bright-eyed, as it hurried to and fro across the clearing, darting in and out of the underside of the rotting log Lief sat upon. She watched it too, absentmindedly. Not noticing Aedon’s cupped hands, his focus, until it was too late.

A flurry of magic, warm and pure, ruffled across her as he wove a glamour. Lief’s attention piqued, she watched him, leaning closer, until she espied the long, thin tail, the small, mousy form... horror crashed through her. “No!” she cried, leaping forwards and tumbling to the ground before him.

But it was too late. In his hands formed a passable replica of the mouse, but she knew, just knew it would be doomed. Knew he would not know the particular intricacies of making sure every part of it, from every hair, to every organ, to every blood vessel, was perfect as it ought to be... What he created may have looked like a mouse, but it was an abomination, a cruelty, and it would suffer for its entire short life unless she intervened.

There was no time to explain any of it, so Lief snatched the mouse from his hands – her own heart tremoring in response to the feeble, irregular heartbeat racing through the small creature. Already, she could feel its quiet keening, so quiet it was beyond even elvish hearing, but Lief was graced with the gifts of the forest. She could sense its pain as if it were her own. There was not much time.

The small creature Aedon had created was fading, quickly, its suffering unimaginable. So Lief did the only thing she could.

She opened her mouth and Sang.

High and sweet and lilting, deep and rich and mellow, the melody wove about them both and with it, so too did her magic, called forth by her Song, the gift of wood elves to bestow life. Aedon gawked, but she barely saw him, her eyes alight with the glow of magic.

In her hands, the mouse glowed too, its entire form morphing with the notes she crooned, which resonated like the peals of a bell with ascendant magic. Hairs formed truly, its body transforming inside and outside as she reworked Aedon’s unintentionally shoddy magic with her own, smoothing over the imperfections as she rebuilt the mouse’s form down to the tiniest detail, until before them both, cradled in her palm, sat the mouse as it should have been all along. Perfect. Living. Breathing.

It sat quietly upon her palm, one glossy, beady, dark eye peering up at her. She could see its heartbeat through its thin skin, pulsating like a tremor. Its breath rising and falling through its tiny chest.

And then, the mouse squeaked – as if in thanks – and dashed off her hand, rushing to hide under the log with its mouse friend.

Lief groaned and sat back as a wave of exhaustion washed over her. Glamours could be tiring, but building a fully functioning, living being was draining in a way nothing else was; to give life, life had to be taken, after all, to sustain the equilibrium of the flow of energy through the living and magical planes.

“What was that?” Aedon whispered, gazing at her slackly with awe and wonder filling his face.

“You mustn’t glamour living creatures,” Lief fired at him. “You mustn’t; promise me!”

“Wha-?”

Before he could respond, the leader of their cinq appeared through the trees. Kinear.

“Get back to camp now,” he snarled, his wrathful attention flicking between them.

Aedon’s eyes grazed hers, but Lief looked away, horrified, fear lurching through her with the realisation of what she had done. For she had just broken one of the most sacred laws of the realm... to share the Singing with an outsider. It was one of the wood elves’ greatest powers... and secrets. Never shown to outsiders, it was the reason why the living forest of Tir-na-Alathea was so full and vibrant, always waxing, never waning... and she had just revealed it to Aedon... in the presence of her Queen’s most fearsome warriors. Who would not hesitate to punish her for it.

Chills raced across her skin, and her stomach flipped. She had felt so comfortable around Aedon that seeing the suffering of the creature, she had not even hesitated. Her eyes slipped shut, but only for the briefest moment before she was on her feet and passing a glaring Kinear.

“It would have died had I not intervened.” It was a paltry excuse, she knew, even if, in that moment, she had thought of nothing else than saving the mouse from suffering.

“I don’t understand,” said Aedon as he trailed behind her.

“Silence, prisoner,” Kinear snapped. But he halted, and Lief and Aedon with him. “You know what you have done, and you will answer to the Queen for it upon our return. In the meantime, our mission is so grave that I cannot afford to dock your sleep, or double your burden, or halve your rations, or send you back. We need you whole. But I will be watching you, elf, every step of the way. If you stray again, I shall not be so merciful. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes,” Lief stammered. She did not know then whether the relief flooding her at the fact she had escaped punishment outweighed the notion of having to face the Queen’s wrath later instead.

“You’ll be on duty all night.”

Lief nodded, accepting the basic punishment meekly.

“Get back to camp. I don’t want to see your faces or hear a word from you until sunrise.”

“Yessir.”

Aedon followed Lief in silence, Kinear prowling behind them, back to camp, where most of the centime had bedded down for the night. No wonder Kinear came seeking us. He probably thought Aedon had fled. And goodness knows what else.

They bedded down close to the rest of their cinq, though Lief remained sat upright, watching, on duty. And although Lief could feel Aedon’s gaze boring into her, she looked elsewhere, pretending she did not perceive his attention, clamping down on the nausea and fear that still riddled its way through her at the mistake she had made. And the punishment that would come.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Two (Tir-na-Alathea)
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They travelled in silence for the next day and overnight. With the whole cinq breathing down their neck. It felt as though Kinear’s glare had etched a permanent wound in Lief, for when she turned, he always seemed to be there, watching, waiting.

When they awoke to the light of day, Lief found herself in a disturbingly familiar place that made her feel little better; she would recognise that path in her nightmares for many years to come. The pass into the valley where the Wellspring lay... and where the foul beasts fed by darkness had spawned and made their lair.

It was innocent by the day’s light – green trees rustling, no sign of any blight... and yet death stalked that pass still. It was deadly silent. As though no life had dared venture there since. Lief suppressed a shudder.

The centime, led by Kinear’s cinq, since Lief and Aedon were given to his charge, were first to file into the gorge. Ahead, a column of light heralded the break in the cliffs and the valley beyond. All of them were coiled with the same wary tension, but Lief was certain that none of them felt the same, freezing, almost overwhelming fear.

For her, the return was laced with terror not at what they might find – for the light of day guarded somewhat against such fiendish thoughts – but the nightmare of what she had endured and the memories that valley held. A glance at Aedon – his expression taciturn, giving nothing away – made her wonder if he felt the same. Worse, Lief would have expected, since he had lived through all of it; she, at the least, had been unconscious through the worst of it, she reasoned.

The high rock faces parted, and the valley lay before them. It had been devastated by Aedon’s fire, scoured clean of all. Nothing but blackened, charred remains of what had been there. A stray breeze lifted through the valley. Clean, with a taint of ash... but no decay. Not the sickly sweetness of death. Not the fetid stench of rot.

In the daylight, it seemed nothing more than a quiet valley that had fallen prey to a forest fire... but they all knew better. It was a sobering reminder, in the stark light of day, of what Aedon and Lief had faced, and the strange darkness they seemed to face together now, alongside the wood elves.

“Skies above and roots below, your fire is powerful, elf,” Kinear said to Aedon, his tone edged with grudging respect. “No wonder the Queen sent you if this is what you can do.”

Lief glanced between them. Still, Aedon’s expression gave nothing away. They both knew that was why he had been sent to Lune. If there were no other solutions... the Queen would use his devastating fire to destroy the darkness that had tainted the land and creatures there.

“There is no darkness remaining here?” Lief dared to ask.

“That is yet to be seen.” Kinear’s reply was grim as he stared around the valley.

Beside them, Sirvardi stirred. “We will determine if the Wellspring is pure, and then we shall rebuild this valley anew.” With that, and no further explanation, he strode down into the valley, followed by his cinq and the rest of the wood elves.

Lief and Aedon advanced with the rest of their companions.

The mouth of the caves soon yawned over them, but this time, they did not plunge into terrible darkness. Bright faelights moved with them, cast by the wood elves, throwing warm light over the caves... and the horrific remnants within them. Twisted, dead, blighted beasts that had somehow escaped total obliteration in the inferno lay still, now in their final end at last.

Sirvardi sternly glared at Aedon, and then nodded and pointed to the remains. “The Queen has permitted fire in this instance.”

But She does not want to do it by Her own hand, nor the hands of Her people, Lief noted, though she did not understand why. If nothing else, she supposed Aedon had a particular skill.

Aedon stepped forward and raised his hand. His arm outstretched. His fingers splayed, and then sparks emanated from the centre of his palm. This was no inferno, but a calmer kind of fire, one that ignited whatever it touched. As embers landed, one by one, idle, tiny flames swirling past the twisted bodies, they caught alight in a rush and burned to nothing in seconds, leaving behind only small piles of ash upon the ground and the scent of smoke heavy in the air.

The group scoured the caves, eliminating any remains they found in a similar manner until the entirety of the honeycomb network had been covered – and cleansed. In the presence of her people, Aedon, and so much light, Lief’s gnawing fear and anxiety subsided. As they drew closer to the Wellspring – the dull rumble of the waterfall tumbling into the pool heralding its closeness – she felt the reassuring thrum of magic too. Deep, sonorous, and moving to a different pulse than any of them. It answered to a different pull, and Lief found solace in that, that something greater surrounded them. A greater purpose. A greater system. A reminder of her small place in the world, which was simultaneously sobering and heartening.

A hundred faelights rose to the heights of the cavern – joined by Lief’s and Aedon’s – to illuminate the space as though by the light of a hundred fireflies.

“Cousins,” Sirvardi’s voice echoed around the cave, weaving with the rush of water. “The blight endures no more here; for that, we must thank Aedon of Pelenor.” He paused for a moment to incline his head to Aedon, who raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Yet a part of our forest has been destroyed, and we must nourish it to life anew.

“Take your fill of the Wellspring, until you are full to the brim with it, so that we may do our duty. We must Sing the valley to life ere we leave.”

Lief’s heart jolted with that; she had never had the honour to join a communal Singing of such magnitude. Faint memories of long-ago seasons fluttered, of Singing with her village to bring good harvests. The swell of music and Song and magic as one to bring life; even the poor memory of it made her skin prickle. A Singing with the strength of a hundred of Solanaceae’s finest warriors would be legendary.

So she followed eagerly – and Aedon, no doubt from curiosity, jogged with her – as they made their way out of the caves and to the valley once more, brimming with magic taken from the Wellspring.

They had been hours, Lief realised, for the sun had changed position a good deal, heralding the latening of the afternoon. Despite knowing that the valley was free from blight, she did not want to camp there. It would be long work to tend such a barren valley to life once more, despite the fertile soil that no doubt remained and the seeds of life therein that would have been untouched by the blaze.

It took a while for the elves to fan out around the valley. Aedon and Lief followed Kinear to a job to the far side, where the cliff-lined path lay. The rest of his cinq followed and spread out around the valley edge. Lief swallowed, overcome with a lump in her throat, the awe and anticipation of what was to pass.

A great circle of elves ringed the valley, spaced evenly. She had never seen anything like it, knew she would never have felt a Singing like it. Such power focused in the spending. She felt self-conscious, and yet magic brimmed within her nonetheless. Her stomach fluttered no longer with trepidation but anticipation at the chance to unleash it as part of something so much greater than she and give life once more to the cursed place.

But before she could find a place in the circle, Kinear threw out an arm to halt her in her tracks. “Not you.”

“I beg your pardon?” Lief blinked up at him.

“Take the prisoner back to base camp, secure a perimeter with the magic you have taken from the Wellspring, and await us there.”

Lief was lost for words for a second. “I... I want to stay,” she insisted.

“Those are my orders.” Kinear’s reply was ice cold. His glare unyielding.

Lief’s reply crumpled in her throat. A direct command. It was as simple as that. I wanted to Sing... but she did not dare voice her thought. Before Kinear could see the hot, angry, upset tears glistening, Lief turned away and beckoned Aedon.

He seemed calm, unperturbed. She supposed it meant nothing to him; watching the Singing would satisfy his curiosity and little more. He would expect nothing less than to be treated for what he was – a captive – by the wood elves. But for her, it was to deny the very call of her soul.

“Come on,” she said roughly, her voice thick.

And, without a backward glance, not wanting to give Kinear any satisfaction, Lief held her shoulders high and, with Aedon in tow, left the valley as she had been ordered, holding back the crushing weight of Kinear’s rejection and the disappointment that, probably thanks to her own foolishness with the mouse, she had denied herself the chance to join in such a momentous Singing. Now she was to be punished too, set apart from her own people, marked as an outsider, denied her birthright to Sing to her forest. Lief could not help but want to scream her anguish and fury at the skies.
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Chapter Twenty-Three (The Hidden Valley)
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Morrigan took Vasili through the twist of halls to a subterranean chapel. Columns, carved with bones and vines, upheld a rough, rocky ceiling, the grey stone ceiling bare of workmanship in contrast. Stone pews lined either side of a narrow walkway where only two could walk shoulder to shoulder.

Black-hooded figures sat upon the pews, facing a stone altar upon which a simple wooden casket stood – little bigger than the bucket Vasili had once used to mop the floors of the Dragon’s Nest with. The figures’ palms raised to it, and the hum of murmured prayer laced the warm, stifling air. As though it were the subject of their devotion. Vasili lurked in the shadows behind Morrigan uneasily.

“Get out.” Morrigan’s voice rang through the vaulted space.

They did. The sea of black-cloaked figures before her, crammed into the small space, rose – men from one side of the chapel, women on the other. Hardly daring to look at Morrigan as they filed out, bowing and bobbing their heads as they passed her.

Unease prickled at the back of Vasili’s neck. The last of them departed, the door shut – so softly – behind the two of them. They fear her too. Enough to heed her. Why?

She strode to the altar, dropping upon a knee before it to raise an outstretched hand to the casket – never touching it, hovering close – as she murmured a prayer he could not hear.

“Who are you?” He could no longer help himself.

She slowly rose as the last words faded from her mouth and turned to him, stern and dark, out of place in a chapel of worship and yet here... here, she seemed to belong.

“I am Lady Morrigan Lilika Bellatrix of House Mallory,” she said, evaluating him with those emotionless, fire-flecked steel eyes. At the widening of his eyes, she let out a harsh laugh. “Go on. Say it.”

“That House no longer exists,” Vasili murmured.

Anger flickered in her eyes, and Morrigan stalked closer. They were the same height, he realised, as she stared dead level at him. “It should not – all credit to your parents on that.” She spat the word. “No doubt you thought Pelenor’s extermination of families like mine, loyal to the Order at any cost, was a success. Your people murdered my brothers, my father. I was a babe in arms; it was a miracle that Mother and I survived.”

Vasili could not help but feel a pang of something at that – the inhumanity of it, but Morrigan continued, nostrils flaring with fury at him. “We escaped, and others like us. Right into the arms of our people.” She spread her own wide. “The Order welcomed us as heroes. Martyrs, almost, that we had survived what ought to have been certain death, for the cowardliness of those midnight raids, taken in silence, secrecy, and synchronisation across the realm, ought to have been impossible to survive.”

Vasili could not speak at her revelations – that she was a living heir of House Mallory, which was presumed extinct. That his own parents, as part of the ruling High Council of Pelenor, had been complicit in secretly ordering or sanctioning the mass murder of Order followers, planned so meticulously that they were all to be slaughtered en masse on one fateful night.

Morrigan laughed darkly at his dumbfounded response. “Your people are not so good as you think, traitor. I know. I see. My mother is oracle for our Order, and I, her heir. One day, I will guide our people to victory, as she does presently, over sinners like you. Our true master will seek just vengeance, and you will all deserve it.” Her teeth bared and her eyes wide, she looked maniacal in the flickering, ruddy faelights glimmering in metal sconces upon the walls.

“I wonder what else you do not know, sinner.” She stepped back, her eyes half-hooded, as she evaluated him. “What else you think you know... What else you have been misfed throughout your life. No doubt you think yourself the hero in your own tale?”

She laughed as he balked, his back bumping one of the gruesome columns.

“Oh, come now. You can either admit your pride, or I can beat it from you.”

He did not think she was joking. “You’re wrong,” he dared to say.

Morrigan only raised an eyebrow and folded her arms. “No, I’m not. You’ll see, Vasili of House Ellarian.” The very way she said his name was mocking, disrespectful; he would never have stood for it from anyone else, but her? Still an unknown quantity. Still to be treated with caution. He swallowed his pride and said nothing.

At his silence, she pursed her lips. “So, this is how it’s going to be? All right. Please yourself. Be sceptical. You will repent, one way or another.” It sounded like a promise. And, as she rolled up her sleeves, revealing arms scarred with four-pointed stars that had been carved into her flesh, some white, scarred, and old, and some pink, raw, and newer, Vasili dreaded the ways in which she would indoctrinate him all the more.

“Sit.”

The word surprised him – it took a long moment before he spurred into action and did as she bade, perching upon one of the stone benches, still warm from its previous occupants.

Morrigan crossed once more to the altar to light incense upon it. Its musky tang soon filled the air – and made Vasili’s thoughts slower and hazier.

Morrigan laid a gentle hand upon the casket on the altar before she retreated to kneel in front of it, her head dropping as she pressed a hand to her chest, and then her face upturning to gaze upon it with such fervour that Vasili, blinking owlishly through the strange smoke upon the air, for a moment thought he saw something other than hatred and darkness upon her face – love.

“You think you know the tales, but you know nothing. This will be your first lesson – the truth. Valxiron is not the monster, the obliterator, that all have made him out to be. He is our saviour.” And Morrigan stressed the word so much he heard her voice crack around it.

She believes every word coming from her mouth. He wondered at it; how could this woman, how could anyone, believe and follow what he knew of Valxiron?

“Valxiron was an Eldarkind, the race of highest elven kin made by the elementals, the gods who wrought our world. But it was said that Erebus, one of those elementals, placed within Valxiron himself a kernel of something that no Eldarkind had. The clarity of truth. Something which was lacking from the rest of his kind, blinded by their idealist haze. And so, as Valxiron matured, he saw that which others did not wish to.

“Pride. Greed. Wrath. Envy. Lust. Gluttony. Laziness. Such sins Valxiron could see were bountiful amongst his kind, who had grown complacent in their tenure as Altarea’s keepers, in the absence of the elementals after their inexplicable vanishment.”

Vasili listened in silence, his thoughts twisting slowly upon the tale she wove. A tale so different from the one he knew – of dutiful Eldarkind safeguarding their world from Valxiron’s own malcontent.

“And yet, when he challenged his elders on their failings, he was rejected utterly, ostracized for his views, by a people who were unwilling to perceive their own shortcomings – let alone address them. Still, Valxiron persevered, gathering, one at a time, a few chosen, trusted ones who shared his views. First amongst them was Erendriel. It was argued she was the fairest one who walked the world; her hair was starlight, her eyes the sky, and in her she held only joy and hope for a better world.”

Unease stirred in Vasili at that, for the tale he knew told of a maiden pursued doggedly by a male she did not desire for the darkness in his heart and all he was besides, and yet Morrigan’s words painted an entirely different picture.

“Erendriel was Valxiron’s greatest love,” Morrigan continued, the harsh edges of her voice softening unexpectedly. “And for her? He would save the world, all of it, from the Eldarkind’s sinful ways, their insult to the legacy the elemental gods had left them. For he had seen, at the Heart of the World, the great seat of magic and the scrying pool therein, just how torn Altarea had become, a world ruled by strife and discord and suffering. He had seen just how much the Eldarkind turned a blind eye to. Unwilling to intervene, though they had been charged so by the very gods themselves – to steward the world so it should prosper and flourish in harmony.

“Valxiron had to end it all. All that suffering.” Morrigan shook her head, her eyes gazing unseeing into the distance before her. Vasili watched, captivated. “The only way he could see to accomplish it, given the reticence of the Eldarkind to change, was to eliminate them and create a new order. And so he turned to that purpose with fervour, knowing that their suffering and their end was necessary to begin a clean, new age for the world, untainted by sin. He would bring back the glory of the elementals, make Altarea in their image anew.

“And so the Order grew and flourished under his careful ministrations. Their purpose spread, and through Altarea, many took up his cause. Erendriel was chief amongst them, at his side in all things... Until she was taken by the very Eldarkind that Valxiron sought to overthrow. Threatened by Valxiron and his rhetoric, they did the only thing they could – react with cowardice and spite.

“Valxiron was heartbroken, knowing that Erendriel would suffer for their mission, and as noble and necessary as her suffering might be for their cause, he did not wish any upon her. Driven to despair by his love for her, and fury at the Eldarkind and their utter determination to perpetuate their sinful, self-preserving ways, Valxiron determined to rescue her from their clutches.

“He knew, however, in his humility, that he did not have the power to overthrow them... and yet, he had seen it... at the Heart of the World. And so there he went, and he drank deep and full from the well, until that magic filled him with power beyond his wildest imagination.”

Vasili listened still, his attention fixed upon Morrigan and her fervent, shining gaze boring into that simple, wooden casket before her. None of this bore any resemblance to the tale of Valxiron that he had been raised with, and yet... Morrigan portrayed such a captivating truth of love and a desire for a better world that he was almost swayed by it, so drawn into her tale was he.

“Brimming with that power, he waged an assault on the Eldarkind in their stronghold. Alone, he felled any who stood before him... but it was too late. By the time he reached Erendriel... she was gone. Broken by the Eldarkind in mind and body, for they had tortured her beyond her limits for her position at Valxiron’s side, she was a husk, and nothing more.

“Valxiron was overcome by grief... and that grief turned to rage. He killed them all. Every last one. And when he was done, he renewed his strength at the Heart of the World, taking its power for his own, and made sure that his kind were eradicated across the world, one by one, until none remained to challenge him, until none remained to perpetuate the old order of sin. Valxiron took dominion over all Altarea, scouring it clean of sin with fire and death, and in that suffering, he took no pleasure, no retribution for Erendriel’s fate, only the comfort that he would see their mission through.

“He did just that. For an age, Altarea was his domain, until his downfall. And, since that day, his faithful Order, all of us”—Morrigan spread her arms, gesturing to the mountain around them —“have sought to restore his power so that his dominion will come anew. The Dark One will bring the night to cleanse the world of sin, and then will come the dawn of his new age.”

She fell into silence, and Vasili sat, dumbfounded, at the tale she had spun. Morrigan cocked her head, and the ghost of a smile flitted across her lips before it was gone. “I see the doubt in you. Good. Hold on to that, for it is the lens of truth that will show you the falsity of your beliefs.” Her words seemed to offer a branch of peace, and yet her tone was hostile as ever, and her narrowed eyes spoke the truth of her feelings for him.

“If there is truth in your soul, traitor, then there is hope for your redemption... but you must first atone for your sins.” There was a strange glint in her eye that made his instinct clench with unease. “The tainted star is our guiding light; it guides us through the darkness of our sins to the lightness of a new life beyond. Hold it as your compass in all things.”

Vasili nodded, not sure what else he could do – and knowing not one thing to say in the face of her fervent retelling of Valxiron’s past, so different from the dark tale he knew.

“Come. It is time for your atonement.”

Vasili rose at her bidding, chills crawling down his spine at the dark promise in her words, of what was unknown and to come at her hands. Thus far, since resolving to infiltrate the dark Order, he had not truly suffered in his mission for his cause. Now, Vasili would discover if his mettle held.
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Chapter Twenty-Four (The Hidden Valley)
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Morrigan led Vasili into a dark chamber deep under the mountains. He strained his eyes to see within as they left the staircase so narrow, he had had to squeeze through at times, the rough stone scraping against his chest and back as they had passed sideways through the fissure, Morrigan’s bobbing faelight leading them.

Vasili felt his way across the stone, one inching step at a time, as Morrigan’s faelight winked out of existence. It was pitch black for a moment – until his eyes accustomed to the faint red faelight hovering at the end of the cavern, a stone’s throw away. Above black water. The cavern floor disappeared a few steps ahead of them into a pool, still and smooth. Vasili glanced at it with apprehension – that black water falling to depths unknown in the subterranean lake.

“Bathe. You reek.”

He blinked, glancing up again towards Morrigan. “I beg your pardon?”

She only stared at him and did not speak to repeat herself or explain. He supposed her sentiment was obvious. He did reek. And, she was not overgenerous with words.

Vasili swallowed. Knowing that she meant for him to enter that water. However, he had committed. What is a little water compared to what else she could do to me? And yet the thought gave him no more resilience. Never mind that it would be a relief to wash – and properly. For the first time since he had left the Dragon’s Nest. How many weeks ago had that been now? How long had he been a captive of the Order of Valxiron? With the blurring between waking and sleeping, he had no idea.

“Today.” Morrigan’s sharp rebuke cut into his reverie.

Vasili fumbled with his garments, stripping off as she watched him dispassionately. First his tunic, then his boots, followed by his trousers, and, last of all, at her wordless gesture, his undergarments too. Self-conscious, he did not stand tall and proud, but with his shoulders hunched, as though he could protect himself from her scrutiny. As though his cupped hands would prevent her from seeing his full shame – a manhood shrivelled by the cold.

Morrigan looked at him with nothing in her gaze, as if he were less than a being. With a curl of her lip betraying her innermost disgust, as though she were physically repulsed by the sight of him. Vasili was grateful for the relative dark as his cheeks burned with the shame of it; never before had anyone, let alone a woman, held him in such a position of vulnerability. Seen him with his manhood shrivelled between his legs. Never had he felt so dehumanised.

“Get in.”

Vasili steeled himself – and still, it was not enough, and a sharp gasp escaped him as he felt his way out onto the rocky shelf into that endless pool. Expecting, at any moment, for the rock underneath him to tumble away. He inched out further still. Expecting something terrible to curl around his ankle or bite at his leg and drag him to a watery death.

Hands roughly jammed into his back, pushing him forward. “Curse your cowardice, traitor. I knew you dragon riders were nothing without your mounts. This is the first and least of your atonements. If you cannot do this, I will kill you here myself, now. Get. In.”

Vasili bit down upon his pride. Nothing here will harm you, he told himself. He did not believe it. He waded out into the deeper water until it sat at his navel, and his lower half was quickly so cold it felt like a leaden weight under him.

The splash of moving water, a breath upon his bare back – and he turned to find her in the water too. Fully clothed. Glaring at him. With not the slightest reaction to the water or its temperature. And a pumice stone in her grip.

“Wash.”

He took the pumice from her and nearly dropped it before he had the chance to secure it within his grip as she recoiled from the mere possibility of his touch.

Vasili washed the best he could with only his hands and the cold water, with no soap or scrub to aid him. His teeth soon chattered – and he clenched his jaw closed to stop them, determined not to show any signs of weakness before her if he could help it.

Only when he was done, standing before her and unable to stop his lips from trembling with the cold as he shivered, did she move. Morrigan attacked him with the pumice stone mercilessly. It was a thousand razors across his skin, every inch of it that she could reach. He gritted his teeth and bore it as she indiscriminately dragged it across his body – though he was careful to shield his manhood from the vigour of her cleansing.

With each rough, grating sharpness, she intoned prayers in a dull, low monotone, offering up his soul to Lord Valxiron and their true calling. Vasili’s skin crawled with it all – her perverse cleansing of his skin to the point of rawness, and her devotion to her cause.

“...Accept this new lost soul on his journey to you, and deliver him from sin and evil, Lord...”

Vasili shut his eyes against it and tipped his face skyward – to where it was, however many thousands of feet above them on the other side of the mountain. Let her think that he joined her in prayer. All he wanted to feel was the sun and wind upon his face, away from the oppressive frigidity of that cave.

Last of all, she stepped back, the last words of prayer, in a tongue he did not recognise, falling from her lips. “Submerge yourself.”

Vasili grimaced but did as he was bade, planting his feet firmly on the bottom of the pool so he could quickly duck to immerse his hair and rise again. Yet, when he plunged beneath the surface, the icy water seeming to punch the air from his chest, her hand landed atop his head and shoved him further down.

Panic fluttered in Vasili’s chest as he pushed against her, and she held him firmly below the surface. His lungs burned already; he had not taken a deep breath, had not anticipated staying under. Is she going to kill me after all? he wondered, preparing to call his magic forth and blast her away – do whatever it took to survive. And then, blessed relief. Her hand vanished.

Vasili erupted from the surface of the pool, water flying everywhere in his haste to resurface. He gasped in a huge breath, gulping a second and then a third. Blessed air! He glared at her, for her lack of warning, but only cool disdain greeted him, as though his discomfort and relief were distasteful to her.

“Carmina nostro fine,” Morrigan intoned. “You need to say it too.”

Vasili repeated it after her, as best he could.

“It means “until our end”, and we say it to remind ourselves that we are in service to our greater cause, that which has endured long before us, and that which will remain long after we are ash and dust.”

“How comforting,” Vasili muttered.

Morrigan backhanded him across his cheek before he could react and glared at him as he fell back with a cry. “Insolence will not be tolerated, initiate. Get out.” She waded out of the pool – miraculously bone dry thanks to her magic, Vasili presumed. He waded out too, unable to feel his lips, fingers, legs, so frozen by the cold was he. With no means to dry himself – and not daring to provoke her further by using his own magic, weak though it was from the trauma of his captivity – Vasili dressed hastily in his borrowed garments until he stood before her, feeling, for the first time, grateful for the black cloak that now cocooned him in warmth.

His stomach growled. She had awoken him before dawn, and he had not eaten or drunk since the day before. It has to be lunchtime now, surely. Though, thus far, he had only been fortunate enough to receive a morning meal and an evening supper at best. I’d eat anything she gave me right now. The gnaw of hunger had seen his belly tighten over the time he had been there, the captivity and starvation melting his muscles away.

“A fast, I think,” pronounced Morrigan, grinning wickedly as she heard it too. “At least three days. That ought to see you free of gluttony and clear-minded for your initiation into the Order. You have a lot to learn between now and then if you are to pass by the lower ranks and move straight to ‘Brother’ as your uncles have commanded.” There was a bitter tang to her voice there, as though she disapproved.

She probably does. I haven’t earned it by any stretch. It must infuriate her. “Wonderful,” he said, infusing his voice with any rebellious shreds of true smugness he could to infuriate her. His only true weapon – words – against the punishments she called teaching.

In a second, she was at him again, her hand closing around his throat, her face jammed into his. In the darkness of the cave, the faint red lights seemed to infuse those fiery flecks in her grey eyes with added fuel. “You would be a damned fool to think a rank here will keep you safe. If you threaten my people or my cause, I will personally gut you, traitor.”

Vasili did not know whether the thrill that went through him at her words was fear or anticipation of that dark promise and the terrible, fine knife-edge he balanced upon.
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Chapter Twenty-Five (Tir-na-Alathea)
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“Are you all right?” Aedon dared ask as Lief marched him at double speed down the pass once more to their base camp.

“No,” Lief snapped. But Aedon saw the shake in her shoulder. Heard the thickness of her voice. And knew that it was not anger directed at him, but some unspoken thing that had passed between the wood elves in the barren valley. That Kinear’s command had been the root cause of her malcontent.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured. Not for his own actions – but for the hurt Kinear’s had caused her.

Lief faltered then, and she turned to him, her eyes glittering with the weight of unshed tears. Her voice thick, she replied, “I dreamed that for a second, I would be able to take my rightful place amongst my kin. It might not make any sense to you, but Singing is as vital as breathing to us. To Sing is to be alive. He should not take that from me.”

Aedon heard the undercurrent to her words too. It was a punishment, of sorts, to watch him whilst the rest of the wood elves Sang the valley back to life. He would have loved to see it for his curiosity’s sake, but he could not imagine being denied something so vital to his spirit, as she had. Aedon’s shoulders fell too. This is my fault. If I hadn’t tried to glamour the mouse, she would not have stepped in to right my folly at such cost to herself...

“I’m sorry,” he said, and this time, it came from within his own heart.

Lief looked up, her gaze grazing his. It seemed as though those amber eyes saw right through him. Knew what he did not say. “I’m not,” she answered. “Not one bit.” And then she turned and wound through the trees to their camp just ahead. 

It lay deserted, bedrolls and packs discarded through the trees in a wide area for the hundred warriors to return to. But around them, the thrum of animal life continued, undisturbed for now by the centime of warriors. It was reassuring, in a sense. Aedon did not much enjoy travelling with the elven warriors, for as much as they were a curiosity to occupy him, they set his nerves on edge. Never could he truly relax around them. Never could he and Lief have the easy companionship they had cultivated on the road from travelling solo – or anything more than that.

The day waned already – but it seemed like the wood elves would be gone a while more. Aedon was grateful for that respite, at least – a few hours in which he could be at ease.

“I’m going to wash,” Aedon said. The hot, humid weather left his skin unpleasantly sticky, and the nearby burble of the stream – clear, cool water – was too good to resist.

“Don’t stray too far,” Lief warned. “You don’t want me to have to come rescue you again.”

“Again?” Aedon arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t realise it was becoming a habit.”

Lief smiled sweetly, with a hint of mischief in her gaze. “Let’s see.... Lune...” She raised a finger. “The beasts on the river...” Another finger. “The arakea.” A third finger. “And I’m absolutely taking credit for getting you an upgrade on your charming underwater abode in Emuir.” Another finger.

Aedon spluttered. “That’s hardly fair! I rescued you from Lune, thank you very much!”

“Well, if that’s the only defence you have,” Lief said snidely and pursed her lips.

“You’re impossible,” Aedon grumbled and stormed off to the river muttering about the intolerable nature of wood elves, even though he did not truly mind her jibes, and the both of them knew it.

Lief’s cackle followed him.

At the stream, he peeled off the sticky fabric of his clothes down to his undergarments and waded into the flowing stream, welcoming the cool relief over his feet. “Ah...” he groaned in relief. Aedon set about briskly washing himself, relishing the cleansing of his clammy skin, the freshness of his newly washed face. He could not quite reach all his back but did the best he could, running his fingers over the knobbled, scarred skin there. And then he stood, his face turned skywards, letting the sun bathe him dry with warmth as it pierced through the canopy above and breathing deeply of the fresh air filled with the scent of loam and life.
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LIEF WATCHED HIM, THEIR empty waterskins forgotten in her hands. Aedon’s body, wasted from so many years in captivity, had begun to harden once more into wiry muscle, though still lean from the sparing diet on their travels – and he had a much healthier glow about him now.

Already, the sun had left a colour upon his skin in the weeks they had journeyed together before Emuir that was much kinder to his appearance than the sallow, pale skin he had worn from lack of exposure to daylight for so many years. His face, turned to the sky, closed-eyed and slack with momentarily carefree relaxation, was the picture of peace, and it calmed her seething upset just to look upon him, although she felt ashamed to have stopped to watch, even for a moment, without his knowing.

It was not that which captured the centre of attention, but his back, riddled with scars. Despite their intimacies, she had never asked about them, never taken a closer look – though she had wanted to. His scars were white with age, long healed. She wondered who had lashed him with such force that it had splayed him open so cruelly. Who had done so again and again? For the scars layered in a criss-cross pattern as though one session had not been enough.

Lief shifted her weight onto one hip – and a twig snapped beneath her foot.

Aedon whirled around at once, his teeth bared, eyes searching, body poised in a crouch, ready to fight or flee.

Lief blushed and stepped forward. “It’s only me.” She held up the waterskins.

Aedon huffed out a breath and relaxed, rising from his crouch. “You had me worried then. I thought a beast had come to devour me.”

Lief dropped her gaze, willing the rising heat from her cheeks at the glint in his eye. “Hardly. Just coming to fill the waterskins and wash my face too. Do you want to forage for supper? I don’t fancy sitting in camp twiddling my thumbs until they return.” Dwelling on everything I’m missing.

“Sure.” Aedon stepped up onto the bank and donned his clothes and boots.

“How did it happen?” Lief blurted, and clamped her lips shut.

“Hmm?” Aedon frowned.

“Your back. How did it happen?”

“Ah, that.” He grimaced, and regret bubbled in her. He doesn’t want to talk about it. But Aedon cleared his throat as he took one of the waterskins and filled it before taking a great swig. “Goblins. Nasty bunch.”

He said it with such casual indifference, but she had heard, from his own lips, the tale of his dragon’s demise at their hands. Felt the visceral pain he still suffered because of her loss and the blame he placed upon himself for it.

He drifted away, his attention focused on the forest around them to see what delicacies he could find, and she followed, her focus on him instead.

“I was young and incredibly foolish. But, I suppose, I never did learn, for it was partly that incident that fuelled me to return with Valyria when I ought not to have done, to challenge them myself, instead of waiting for the rest of the Winged Kingsguard to arrive.” His tone soured as he spoke, with the memory of what had happened weighing heavily upon him. She could almost feel it cool the air between them.

Lief did not reply, waiting to see if he would say any more.

Aedon bent to pick some mushrooms and edible leaves before he continued. “I had been patrolling with my partner. It was the middle of a storm. We lost contact and I did not know what had passed, so I remained out, searching for him, though I knew in such a maelstrom, with darkness coming, it was not the wisest of ideas.”

Aedon joined her to absentmindedly pick berries from a bush sagging with the weight of them. His eyes were fixed upon the fruits before him, but Lief suspected he saw none of it.

“I split up with Valyria. She would search the skies, and I would search the ravine we had been patrolling. It ought not to have been anything of note; after all, we were supposed to be within our own lands. Goblins, back then, were unheard of in Pelenor or neighbouring Valtivar.... of course, this was before the scourge spread through the mountains and took hold of so much of the Pelenori territory and that of the dwarves in Valtivar.

“So... the last thing I expected was to be surrounded. I still remember the grotesque shapes lurking in the fog.” And now his voice was bleak with the horror of it, and, as the warmth and sun of the Tir-na-Alathean late afternoon slipped towards sunset, Lief could almost feel the cold, dark despair of that night. “...Closing in... Their shrieking and chattering rising over the growing storm; how had I missed it? I had been complacent, of course. A mistake I have made rarely since.

“I was a plaything of theirs for some time. Goblins are cruel, base creatures. They like to break things, piece by piece... And so they whipped and cut and starved and beat and burned me – whatever they delighted in at that moment, until the Winged Kingsguard pushed them back and rescued me.

“Because of that, we uncovered the goblins’ rising horde, so not all was lost. Yet two good riders fell in the assault on their accursed pits, and I have never forgiven myself for it. Had I not lost my way, had I not been so foolish, they would not have come. They would not have died. And so I bear these scars gladly, as a reminder of how terrible a thing it is to be complacent.” Aedon’s words were bitter, the rage directed at himself brutally unsympathetic and uncompromising.

Lief placed her hand lightly upon his arm. “Aedon...”

“Don’t. There’s nothing you can say that will change how I feel.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Lief swallowed. She was beginning to realise the burdens she bore were not so dissimilar to his, in some ways. “Aedon... we cannot always be held back by the failings of our past.” He had not seen the goblins coming. She had not predicted Finarvon’s infidelity. Both of them flagellated themselves for it – the not knowing. Lief closed her eyes. “There was no way you could have known,” she said softly... to herself, as well as him. “And... and some good did come of it. You uncovered the horde, saved countless lives, I’m sure. Without that knowledge, they would have massed, attacked... how many more would have died and suffered?”

And to herself, she directed the same will of self- forgiveness. Some good came of it. You grew through that pain, Lief. You came through it – to all of this. To him – to Aedon – she wanted to add but did not dare. Already, he had done her so much good – opening her up, so very slowly. Prising her from her shell, one reluctant inch at a time. Showing her the true depths of good character – flaws and all. In herself and him.

Aedon’s only answer was to place his warm hand atop her own. There they stood for long minutes in silent solidarity before the noise of the approaching centime forced them to stir.

Aedon and Lief returned to camp with an armful each of food foraged from the forest as Sirvardi broke through the trees with his cinq, the rest following behind, breaking from the trail down from the pass. He nodded to Lief and Aedon as he passed them, making for the centre of the camp, where his cinq had set up their overnight bedding.

Lief jerked her head in the direction of their own bedrolls, and Aedon followed her wordlessly. They met Kinear there, who had arrived moments before them with the rest of his cinq.

A brusque nod was the best greeting they got. Lief clamped her lips shut, suppressing the rising anger within her that had vanished with Aedon’s presence but rose once more with fresh vigour at the sight of the stern elf. As if Aedon knew, or sensed, she felt a ripple of his warm magic gently ruffle over her. A reassuring, silent touch.  She smiled at him, tight-lipped, and settled on their adjacent bedrolls to break their day’s fast.

That evening, she watched and listened to all the elves around her, for the Singing was all they could speak of. She could see it in her mind’s eye, what they described, though she knew her imagination would not be so breathtaking as the reality – the way the earth bloomed anew with fresh life, accelerated in growth by the strength of their magic, until the valley was lush once more, only awaiting creatures to find and inhabit it once more, purged from the dark stain that had blighted it.

There was excitement at what they had accomplished scattered into the chatter welling around them but a grimness too at what they had witnessed – the sheer devastation of that darkness – and a weariness, for the Singing had taken from them the entirety of the Wellspring’s gift that they could hold, and more besides. The cost of any Singing was great, Lief knew, but a whole valley... She could not imagine the bone-aching exhaustion they must have felt after restoring it, though she still wished she could feel it too, as one of them. It seemed they had not ventured back to the Wellspring to replenish their energies after the exertion, a journey that would have added hours more to their return. Time, sleep, and sustenance would heal them of their weariness.

“It’s more than an errant piece of dark magic,” Kinear mused over his supper, sitting cross-legged in the circle of his cinq. “It seemed to feed off the Wellspring, as though the darkness were a living thing, feeding off magic, feeding off the life there.” He shuddered; his face distorted in momentary abhorrence. “What if the rest of Tir-na-Alathea faces such a threat?”

He had ignored Lief all night – but then he glanced at her, his fiery gaze penetrating under worried brows knitted together.

Lief gazed steadily back, refusing to be cowed. She had seen – and faced – the threat of that dark valley when it teemed with the blight come alive. Had faced down the arakea and won. Had outsmarted the beasts that had stalked them. And somehow survived the undead of Lune. Weeks of travelling, and yet everywhere they roamed seemed touched by darkness stirring. Such a small portion of Tir-na-Alathea’s lands had they trodden... and yet so much darkness? The uncomfortable realisation dawned on her that Kinear’s worry could well be true. That nothing she had seen did anything to disprove it... but everything to confirm it.

“I believe it does,” she replied quietly at last. “We shall see what is left of Lune soon enough.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six (Tir-na-Alathea)
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The familiar barrow tugged at Lief’s heart. In the weeks since Aedon and Lief had last passed, yet more flowers had bloomed atop it. A fitting tribute to Kat’har’s son – or any wood elf – to rest forever among the forest, nourishing the life that would become after... But she knew it did not make Kat’har’s grief any easier to bear.

She had known death too, in her childhood. Seen the barrows bloom before. Death was so rare amongst their kind; so long-lived were wood elves that it was an unusual occurrence and a significant grief when it did come to pass. Even of old age. But especially of those taken too soon.

At that thought, Lief shivered as they walked past. How many barrows would need to be built at Lune? Would the place ever live again? Or would it forever be a memorial to death and a dark stain upon the land? Lief pushed the thought aside and fixed a smile upon her face as Kat’har rushed to descend from the great trees to meet them.

He made a beeline for Lief and Aedon, who marched at the head of the centime – Lief’s auburn hair and Aedon’s pale skin marking them as different from the higher elves of Emuir with their darker skin and mahogany hair. Sirvardi was close enough to them to step aside from his own cinq to greet their unwitting host.

“Welcome, friends!” Kat’har was ebullient as he greeted them, rushing forward to clasp Lief’s arms, draw her close, and kiss her upon the brow and then grasp Aedon’s arms and give him a wide grin.  Then he stepped back, his eyes alight with wonder as he beheld the centime. “What is this?”

“Your Queen requests your hospitality for her centime, Kat’har ne Skogur,” Sirvardi said without emotion.

Kat’har blinked and tore his eyes away from the column of elves trailing through the forest and regarded Sirvardi with wide eyes. “O-of course,” he said quickly, with the hint of a stammer. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“We are passing through on a hunt against the dark forces that have blighted this area,” Sirvardi said, his face a frown – as always, it seemed to Lief, who had not seen him smile yet.

Kat’har’s joy tempered to solemnity as he nodded and gave a slight bow. “We would be honoured to host you, Lord. The darkness has cost us greatly.”

Lief could have sworn that Sirvardi’s eyes flicked to the barrow that lay close by. “So our Queen has heard, and She extends condolences for your losses. A cinq will remain with you to ensure your locale is free of such beasts.”

Surprise fluttered in Lief at that. Solanaceae ordered that? It confused her that the terrible Queen did seem to have a softer side for Her people that was so in contrast with her stormy wrath.

Tears brimmed in Kat’har’s eyes at that. “Thank you,” he murmured. “Please. Come. This way.”

They were shown in quick order to a flat expanse that wound between the trees; there was no way the entire centime could fit in Kat’har’s small settlement, and so they made camp for that night, though it was still early in the afternoon.

The rest of that day saw the whole host spread out amongst the forest to hunt for any signs of blight, Lief and Aedon with Kinear’s cinq once more. No trace did they find – for which Lief was glad. The Singing had procured a foothold for life there once more. She could only hope Kat’har’s people would remain free of such terrors now.

Her feelings towards Solanaceae were mixing once more too; the benevolent Queen who protected her people appeared to be doing just so in Kat’har’s case... and yet that did not marry with the reality that Lief had met. The almighty-seeming elven Queen who had been responsible for so much of Aedon’s suffering – and seemed to wish him only more at her hands.
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THAT NIGHT, THE centime dined together properly for the first time since they had last left Kat’har’s homely village. With full bellies, Lief and Aedon sat back, soaking up the warm ambience of the forest, filled as it was with glimmering faelights hanging between the trees, the chatter and laugh of elves free of cares for once, and the music of stringed and wind instruments and drums pounding through the forest to bring the very night air alive.

Left in their own bubble, outside the social bonds of the cinqs and with Kat’har’s relatives this time more taken by the hundred tall, lithe, attractive warriors of both genders, Lief and Aedon sat upon their bedrolls in a nook of peace, in silent companionship as the elves feasted and revelled around them until the night grew old.

Aedon soaked it in. The rare feeling of freedom. And the rarer feeling of being at ease with Lief in that moment; away from the parts they both had to play. He wondered if she hated their roles as much too. If she questioned what could be between them given the chasm between their lives – whether it was fruitless to even seek it.

One day, Aedon vowed, we will do this together. As equals. When he was a free elf, and Lief was free of her obligations to guard him. One day, he hoped that they could laugh and feast and dance together too.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Seven (The Dragon’s Nest)
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There were so many dragons and riders the tiny outpost could not hold them, so the Winged Kingsguard mustered upon the plains where the grasslands of eastern Pelenor met the mountains, at the closest point to the hidden valley. Tristan had never seen so many before; never in his time with the riders had they been summoned in such great numbers. But summon them Elyvia had, and all had arrived quickly with the threat facing them so much closer to home than anyone had realised.

Elyvia passed between the ranks on foot with Tristan by her side. Above, Britte and Ycini wheeled in the skies, observing their dragon kin from above, relaying messages to Tristan and Elyvia below – all satisfactory and passing approval, it seemed. The finest dragons had come. The finest riders. The best chance any of them would have of crushing the Order of Valxiron’s secret domain and rescuing the trapped Winged Kingsguard riders and dragons within.

They would need the finest, Tristan knew. They had grilled Icarus for every small detail thrice since his return – even going so far as to examine the dragon’s memories, with his permission, to make sure nothing was missed. Based on what they could glean, they did not face an isolated encampment but a well-armed, well-oiled, and well-trained machine – a fortified city. Run by an Order who had already proven their capability, somehow, in incapacitating multiple Winged Kingsguard riders and dragons.

We must be ready, the thought plagued Tristan again. Dragons and riders had flooded in from every outpost they could reach in the mountains, and a veritable legion had arrived from Tournai, the capital utterly emptied, it seemed, from the numbers that had come. And he examined each and every one of them, to know in his heart that they were worthy to stand and fight in the inevitable battle to come, in flushing out the Order’s strength and rescuing their missing members. He hoped it would be enough.

Tristan’s head pounded again. He had barely slept since Icarus’s return, further compounding his exhaustion.

“Are you all right?” Elyvia asked, frowning as he stumbled over a tussock.

“Fine,” Tristan forced out with a grim smile.

Elyvia halted, drawing away from the closest rider. “You are no good to me dead on your feet, Captain.”

“I’ll be fine, General.”

“I know how personally this affects you – and I know that you blame yourself. It is not your fault that Vasili ended up in this mess – if anything, perhaps it is a positive awfulness that befell him, for now we have knowledge we sorely needed. Had they gathered strength and attacked us unaware in the future.... I do not need to tell you how catastrophic that would be. Yes?”

Tristan inclined his head in acquiescence.

Elyvia dropped her voice to a murmur no one else could hear. “I know that you have always worried about the stain that dark time left upon your life, Tristan. That somehow, that shadow will ever determine the course of your life, and that you cannot escape it.”

Tristan swallowed, longing to squirm under the truth of her observation.

“Your choices matter most, Captain. Your choices. And you are free to make each and every one of them. Do not let that Order, that time in your life, control you.” It was a warning and friendly advice. One that was a balm to Tristan, uncomfortable as it was.

I have spent a lifetime running from them. Desperate to prove they did not change me, do not own me, cannot spoil what I have built for myself. All the while fearing that it is out of my hands and the damage is done.

“What if we cannot succeed against such darkness, General? What if it is greater than us?”

Elyvia placed a gentle hand upon his shoulder. “That cannot be; no darkness can ever be greater than us. Not if even one shred of hope, or love, or faith lingers in our hearts. Then, it cannot ever truly succeed against us, for we hold on to something higher, something better, than that.”

Tristan’s eyes slipped shut to block out the thoughts, but it did not help.

“Tristan?” Elyvia said.

Tristan forced his eyes open and a smile to cross his face, though it felt tight upon his lips, and he knew Elyvia could see that it did not truly reach his eyes. “I know, General. I will do what needs to be done. My own part in this all is... of no relevance to our current mission. We’re waiting on one more outpost to send reinforcements.”

“And then we fly to battle,” Elyvia finished grimly.

Yes, and then we fly to battle. Tristan knew the war would be waged inside his own heart too, and not just upon the wing.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight (The Hidden Valley)
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Vasili’s uncles were not patient elves. The two males intercepted Vasili and Morrigan on route to her next training. Until that moment, Vasili had not seen them fence with words so precisely, nor felt like so much chattel, yet after a short, spirited debate, Vasili followed them instead – for sparring – with a stewing Morrigan, who refused to be left behind, in tow.

To the frozen lake they took him, where silent ranks of Order members stood in lines and rows upon the packed snow. Waiting, as it turned out, for him. At Hadir’s instruction, Vasili joined the ranks himself, two Order members separating to give him a space amongst them. As they did so, he felt the weight of their hate upon him. They know who I am. What I am. Their enemy.

Just because his uncles declared him an ally, it would not change one whit of how those around Vasili felt about him. Nevertheless, Vasili straightened, squared his shoulders, and raised his chin, staring resolutely at his uncles and paying not the slightest heed to those about him.

Hadir’s voice rang over the cold valley as he paired them, and within moments, they were set to spar. Vasili turned to his opponent with grim reluctance, knowing he had little choice. By luck of the draw, or perhaps lack of, his opponent was entirely the opposite of Vasili – much older and more experienced, with a far larger build to give him superior strength. Vasili held back a groan.

The older man launched at Vasili as soon as they had stepped apart to the required distance, his broad sword igniting with flames as he swung. Vasili dodged out of his path at the last minute, jolted off balance by the sudden attack. The man snarled as he halted and turned, slow, deliberate. And charged again.

He’s old and slow, surmised Vasili. Relies on his strength and brute force attacks. As subtle as a bull. Yet, as Vasili sidestepped once more, his opponent stepped too and barged into him, bouncing Vasili off him to crash into the ground. Vasili only just managed to roll out of the way as the flaming sword lodged into the ground where his head had been moments before.

Vasili took advantage of the split second he had whilst his opponent pulled the blade free to jump to his feet and charge, calling forth what magical strength he could to slide close to his enemy, disarm him with a flick of his wrist and a wrench, and, using his opponent’s own weight, flip him to the ground.

The older male lay there, wheezing as he tried to draw breath, winded.

“Well played, nephew.” Namir sauntered over and clapped Vasili on the back. His chest heaving and his side still smarting from his impact upon the ground, Vasili winced at the contact. “A good move there – one I have not seen before. Demonstrate it to your peers.” He whistled, and those sparring closest halted and turned to them.

“Vasili here is going to demonstrate an excellent technique for you all that I expect you to practice and master by the end of our session.” And with that, his swarthy uncle turned to Vasili and grinned.

Vasili bowed his head, his expression carefully blank. He turned back to his partner, who, at Namir’s pointed scowl, rose, glaring at Vasili all the while with hatred that seemed to burn at him. He held his sword ready – and then gritted his teeth and lowered it. Vasili knew the male would not dare fight him before his uncle, one of the man’s very own grandmasters.

Vasili charged in again. The man made it difficult – as Vasili had expected – but still, Vasili slid close, making sure to leave enough of a gap between their bodies and move slow enough that those around could observe as he twisted the male’s blade from his hand and, pushing in and around his opponent, used the man’s own weight and momentum to floor him.

A murmur of admiration broke around him as, once more, Vasili’s opponent found himself upon the packed snow and ice. He glared hatred at Vasili, who dared to cock an arrogant smile at him before he turned back to Namir.

“Excellent,” his uncle crowed. “Replicate that, everyone, at once. Nephew, I had no idea you were quite so skilled. You shall have to teach us more of these strategies of yours.”

“Of course, Uncle,” Vasili murmured, but his heart sank at that. How much will I give away of the Kingsguard’s techniques – by accident or design? He had to fit in, become one of this Order, but he did not want to give them an advantage over his own people. Not a real one.

I must censor what I teach. The barest minimum. Enough for them to feel like I am willing... but not so much they can use it on my own people. You won’t exploit me, Uncle, he vowed, casting a sidelong glance at his uncle, who strode ahead, beckoning Vasili to follow.

Namir had Vasili demonstrate the technique again and again until hundreds of Order members had seen it and were sent off to practice it – and Vasili was almost spent, battered and bruised from the dozens of attempts.

“I shall keep you no longer, nephew. What excellent lessons you are teaching us already,” Namir said with a sly wink. “Come, pick a partner, any you like, and have a last spar before we break.”

Vasili smiled, a tight-lipped acquiescence, though inwardly he groaned. Starving after his long fast, he was light-headed from the lack of food and overexertion.

“I’ll spar with him,” Morrigan said, stalking towards them through ranks of seething bodies. “Let’s see how he fares against twin blades.” She raised her hands with a wicked grin, armed with long, curved twin daggers. And they were sharp.

Vasili suppressed a grimace, but at Namir’s nod and sweeping bow, he knew he had no choice. He gripped his inadequate blade and followed her to an empty space between other sparring partners, bracing himself to be trounced.

She awaited him clad in her dark leathers, her hair braided tightly away from her face in a plait that fell to her hips. No armour could he see, but the leathers she wore would offer far greater protection than the mere tunic he had, which barely offered protection against the cold, let alone anything else. She had once promised to carve him up, and, despite his uncle’s guardianship, Vasili was not certain she would abandon that threat.

She smiled, those grey-and-amber eyes twinkling with spite, as she watched his hesitation, somehow seeming to see right through his reluctance.

Vasili stood tall, trying to portray a confidence he did not feel. His legs threatened to shake, and he locked them in place and jutted his chin and chest out. His hand gripped the borrowed sword tightly, holding it ready, as Morrigan, cat-like in her liquidity, raised her daggers and spun them in her hands. She settled into a half-crouch.

“Well, are you going to attack, or are you to stand there all day?” she taunted him.

Vasili gripped his teeth. He had sparred, watched by others before, but her... She had trounced him, and he was not so foolish enough to believe he was above pride – and the sting of losing.

I have no damned choice.

Vasili launched himself at her.

Morrigan dodged – predictably – and Vasili swung around to meet her, raising his blade to block the strike he knew was coming. Indeed, one of her daggers clashed and skittered down his blade – but the other sliced along his cheek.

Vasili sprang back, cursing, as the sting registered. He raised a free hand to his cheek. Red. A clean slice – to his body and his pride. It fired within him, past the fear of the Order’s scrutiny around him – the hundreds of eyes that were fixed upon them, for all had stopped to watch – and burned through him with boiling anger that threatened all sense within him.

It erupted past his hunger and exhaustion as he reached for that well of power within himself. Deep he had to go to draw from it, but he pulled it forth hungrily, sending a wall of fire at her. She cried out and leapt aside as the blast collided with the ice.

Crack.

The sound snapped the air like a whip as the ice cracked beneath the weight of his assault.

Crack. Crack.

More formed, branching off.

Morrigan’s attention whipped to the ice and to him, a vicious grin on her face, as around them, an outcry arose and the Order scrambled back from the giant fissures now blighting the frozen lake and threatening them all.

Vasili tested his weight on the ice – still solid, to his relief, though he watched the crack with trepidation. He would not give in, not now; that magic, that anger, charged through his blood, keeping the fear at bay. The fear of her. Fear of failure. And fear, now, of falling into the depths of that cold lake if the ice gave way.

But, in his moment of distraction, Morrigan acted. She disappeared once more into smoke and wind.

Vasili had a split second to throw himself aside, diving unceremoniously out of the way to avoid her as she materialised behind him and slashed. He swore he could hear her blades cut the air above him as he landed, rolled, and leapt to strike her, barrelling into her with such force that she fell away with a cry.

Shame stung through his blinding rage and self-preservation – she was a woman, after all, and his sense of decency ran deep. She held no such qualms and scrabbled for a handful of loose snow that had formed in small drifts across the lake, dashing it in his face.

Blinded, Vasili fell back with a grunt, brushing his eyes with his hand to clear them. But not quickly enough. The moment of surprise was enough to give her the edge. As he opened gritty eyes, she swept his feet from under him. Vasili lay winded upon his back – just like his last opponent – as Morrigan leapt upon him, straddled him to pin him down, and rested both blades across his throat.

Vasili stretched out his neck, breathing oh so carefully next to that sharp steel, even though his lungs screamed for air. Her chest heaved, and she grinned savagely at him, teeth bared and those glittering eyes filled with ferocity.

His battle-lust faded into nausea of that moment, stretching into eternity. Knowing that she would end him in a mere moment.

“Pathetic,” she hissed. “Perhaps I should gut you now and have done with it.”

“That’s quite enough, Lady Morrigan,” Hadir said from behind her. “We need him alive, thank you.”

Vasili choked on a sigh of relief as Morrigan pressed the blades into his throat so they snagged on the skin – but she growled, with frustration, as though denied her prize – and shoved off him. She stalked away without a word. One of those blades tarnished with his blood upon its edge. The Order parted around her, a sea of heads lowering as they bowed in deference to her. She gave no acknowledgement of their respect as she disappeared onto smoke and wind once more.

Namir cleared his throat. Vasili glanced from where Morrigan had vanished up at his uncle, taking the hand Namir offered him. “Thanks.”

“Word of advice, nephew,” Namir murmured. “Lady Morrigan is very hard to please, so I suggest you needn’t bother... but do not openly aggravate her. She would love to carve you up piece by piece, I suspect. Best not give her the opportunity.”

Vasili stared at his uncle – who did not seem to be joking – as Namir turned back to the Order around them. “What are you waiting for? Go again, now! Fun’s over.”

Sickness swooped in Vasili’s stomach anew at that. Beyond exhausted, now that the rush had faded, and his enforced fast depleting him of any chance to refill his energy, Vasili reluctantly followed his uncle back into the knot of Order members, feeling more worried about surviving Morrigan than the rest of the Order of Valxiron.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine (The Hidden Valley)
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Morrigan, it seemed, had no desire to let up on Vasili. She hounded him daily and only allowed his fast to break for a day before she tasked him to it again, citing that he still had far too much sinfulness that needed to be absolved. Vasili bore it without complaint – glad, however, now for his uncles’ interference. It meant that at least in the afternoons, he sparred out on the open lake, away from the claustrophobic confines of the tiny, subterranean church. Away from Morrigan’s vicious vitriol that tried to sear into Vasili’s mind – and that of the young acolytes ‘learning’ with him.

Until one day, Morrigan did not come for him before dawn. Accustomed to waking in the early hours, Vasili dressed and waited – and continued to wait, until she at last arrived.

“Come.” Her tone, usually so unfriendly, today was serious and impartial. It piqued his curiosity; what was above her disdain for him? She only held the Order and her purpose devoted to it higher than all else. A tingle of fear coiled within him as he beheld her. 

That day, she did not dress in her typical fighting leathers. That day, a mistress of death came for him. She wore a delicate, black dress that clung to her skeletal figure, made her skin all the more pale, and gave her unearthly qualities as the thin layers shifted around her, as though caught on an invisible breeze only she could feel. Lace chased with roses and thorny vines covered her flat chest, right the way up to a high neckline just under her chin, and the skirts flared out at her waist – giving her a shape beyond her usual gangling litheness – falling to just above her ankles, as though the thing were too short. And, as she turned, he saw in the skirt the gaping tear that had been poorly repaired, scarring it with a huge line that sheared through the lace and fabric underneath.

Vasili scrambled to follow her, but he need not have rushed, for today she moved serenely, at a steady pace through the dark halls, her skirts floating around her as she prowled. Taking him, Vasili realised, back to the chapel he so hated, that font of darkness and horror.

They entered to find silent, black-cloaked ranks already waiting, with his two uncles, the grandmasters, amongst them – uncharacteristically quiet and serious too. All bowed their bare heads low, clasped hands to their brows. The seated acolytes – no more than children – all silent and cowed in the honoured presence of their grandmasters and oracle.

A heavy smoke lingered in the air, a musky and yet sweet scent twining around those who were there. Sickly, to Vasili’s palate, and yet he had no choice but to breathe it in. It sent him dizzy in a few breaths.

Yet he barely had a moment to think upon it, for he stopped at the sight of the queen awaiting them. If Morrigan were a princess of darkness, her mother, the oracle, was a goddess, radiating dark assurance and power. Crowned with black shards and draped from head to toe in obsidian fabrics, she stood utterly still, her palms outstretched before her, raised to the sky. Every inch as regal as a monarch, but in this, she was a shepherd, guiding her flock to the fold.

She was the twin of Morrigan, bar older, with her skin just beginning to loosen with age, making the twin crescent scars upon her sallow cheeks sag so slightly. To his surprise, Morrigan, whom he had never seen submit herself to anyone, strode down the short aisle to prostrate herself at her mother’s feet. Not a word was spoken, and Morrigan did not rise, her head pressed to the stone.

A tingle of fear stroked down Vasili’s spine as Morrigan’s mother looked up from her daughter before her and lowered her hands. “Today, Brothers, Sisters, we welcome new souls to our fold. Our blood is your blood. Pretium sanguinis est. Until our end. Carmina nostro fine.”

And the congregation before her murmured it back to her as one. Vasili stood frozen in fear and indecision by the door. Flee! Flee! his body urged him; his intuition pleaded. Yet he knew he could not.

One step after another he took instead as the goddess of darkness before him beckoned him to her.

“Kneel!” hissed Morrigan, for there were no seats remaining.

Vasili obediently dropped to both knees before the oracle and prostrated himself like Morrigan.

“We welcome you all with shared blood to our fold. The Sacrifice?”

The door opened again behind him. Clattering. Frantic. Bleating – a goat shrieked with fear as it was dragged forward, bound at its neck and daubed with an ashen four-pointed cross upon its brow.

From the altar behind her, the oracle picked up a cruel, serrated blade, and in a moment, the bleating silenced. It happened faster than Vasili could understand what was about to pass. The urge to vomit passed over him and he glanced away – anywhere – to distract him. Kneeling upon the cold stone, all he could see were boots as he turned away. Rows of black-booted feet from the Order members sat upon the stone pews. A black-cloaked figure dashed forward to catch the blood raining from the goat’s throat in a golden goblet carved with strange markings Vasili did not recognise.

Barbaric! He knew some old religions in other parts of the world practiced ritual sacrifice, but never had he thought it would happen within the borders of his own land.

The oracle took the proffered chalice and sprinkled it with spices and glittering powders – which Vasili could not identify – before she held it aloft, speaking in a low, deep voice that did not seem to entirely belong to her.

“Drink and be united, Brothers and Sisters. Our blood is your blood. Nostri sanguinis est sanguis. Your blood is our blood. Sanguis tuus noster cruor. Until our end, we protect the cause. Carmina nostro fine, nos causam defendat.”

The throats of all there took up the same words in reply, though Vasili could not join in. His skin crawled with the whole affair – and the tingle of dark magic invoked by this strange, terrifying, and otherworldly woman.

Two cups the oracle had, one for each hand. Morrigan rose and beckoned forward the grandmasters; of the nine of the Order, three were present there. Yet again, Vasili wondered where the other six were – if it meant there really were other secret Order strongholds. That perhaps his uncle had not bluffed. He watched them kneel before the oracle and her daughter in the cramped space. Morrigan took a chalice from her mother.

The oracle offered the first grandmaster a drink – Hadir. He took a sip unflinchingly, then passed it to the next grandmaster – Namir – who did the self-same before passing it to the third. Vasili’s eyes moved back to Morrigan, who dipped the tip of her delicate forefinger into her chalice and drew the four-pointed cross, the symbol of their Order, upon Hadir’s brow before moving to do the same to his brother.

Only when she had finished did Hadir rise. Vasili still knelt on the floor behind them, his heart thundering in his chest. He had eaten goat; of course, he had, for it was one of the few meat sources in the mountains available to the riders of the Dragon’s Nest, but... But this is a monstrosity. One that made him feel nauseated.

Yet still, when the cup came to him next – offered so he was forced to shuffle forward on his knees – he took it automatically and drank a sip before he could think of it, for he knew he would not be able to if he dwelt on it at all. The bitter tang coated his tongue, acrid, and he quivered, forcing himself still so as not to retch at the aftertaste which seemed even worse than the sip itself. And then the warm blood was daubed on his forehead too, Morrigan’s finger cold upon his skin. It left a lingering, unpleasant imprint there before the chalice, and her attention, passed to the rest of the small congregation there for them to partake of the ritual induction too.

This is the role I must play, Vasili reminded himself as forcefully as he could. This is what I must do to survive and complete my mission. This is what I must do to arm us with the knowledge we need to destroy this Order. They must trust me... unquestionably.

As he glanced up, he saw Morrigan watching him. For once, the distaste venturing to open hatred was gone. Now, she wore... a look of satisfaction, he thought. Tinged with perhaps the barest hint of respect.

“Welcome, Brother Vasili. Welcome, Acolytes,” the oracle intoned, wrenching Vasili’s attention away from Morrigan to her mother. Dark magic seemed to hover around her, dimming the light around her with its power. He could sense something crackling under her skin, deep, and old, and great – something every fibre of his being seemed to shrink away from, but the moment passed as the oracle’s attention moved from him to the rest of the congregation.

Vasili froze, holding in the gasping breath that wanted to break from him at the strain of her scrutiny, as though it were a physical exertion upon him. What did the oracle possess within her that all those before him followed so deeply? That had been a power unlike aught he had seen before – a power that felt, now he had touched it again, however, like the great wards upon the valley.

Does it stem from her? he wondered, as he dared to gaze up at Morrigan’s mother through lowered lashes. What was the power so dark and deep inside that strange woman – the one Morrigan, and all those present, followed so devoutly?
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MORRIGAN WATCHED THE former dragon rider with hawk-like attention. She could feel the fear roiling within him – and the care he took to try to conceal it. Good, she thought disdainfully. You should be scared.

Morrigan knew the darkness within her mother was not entirely of Bellatrix’s making – she had seen darkness grow within her mother over the years as she took on more of the Order’s divining purpose, shouldered the burden and honour of interpreting their Lord’s will. She had seen the dizzying power it had bestowed upon her mother – power she coveted as much as feared, sometimes. Power Morrigan would inherit one day.

It was a trial of darkness and pain to prove herself worthy. Her arm still stung from the last mark she had carved into it as proof of her penance and devotion to their cause. Her mother was covered in far more scars; Morrigan knew she herself still had years yet to catch up... and they were elves. It would not be mere years but centuries of growing more powerful and devoted to their cause, and Valxiron’s name, before her mother allowed her to fully shadow her role. Patience was not one of Morrigan’s virtues, but little choice did she have in the matter. Her only other choice, as the last living scion of House Mallory, was to be sold to the highest bidder for prime breeding stock, and Morrigan had no intention of that.

“Carmina nostro fine,” Morrigan intoned with the rest of the congregation as Bellatrix called the final parting to them. Bellatrix swept out first, not sparing a glance to anyone there. Kneeling before her, Vasili was forced to dive out of the way, tumbling into the legs of some of the Order members gathered there, who stifled angry exclamations as their oracle passed.

Morrigan waited for the grandmasters to follow before she strode after them, reaching down to grasp Vasili by the elbow, drag him to his feet, and release him. Her skin crawled from the physical contact – though she had only touched the sleeve of his jacket – repulsed by the very nature of him. He scrambled after her, obedient as a dog, as the rest of the Order members who could cram into the tiny chapel – the highest ranking of their members – crowded behind them to exit too.

Despite her affinity for the chapel – the relic therein, and the closeness to their cause she felt there – Morrigan forged for the gate, needing the space and openness of the valley after such tight claustrophobia. Vasili’s boots tapped upon the stone behind her. She tired of him, too, already. Protected by his uncles, he was not the project she had envisioned. She set her teeth and sped up, not caring that he had a slight hobble still from some injury when they had brought him in. It’s not my problem if he is weak and ailing. Mercy was not in her nature, and he would hardly change that. Besides which, he did not incite her to anything other than irritation.

She had lectured him for hours and days, and yet still, he was a blank slate. She did not trust him, whether he had been indoctrinated to the rank of Brother or not. Not once had she seen any fire in his belly for their cause, only quiet, cold obedience.

What must I do to make him believe, when I may not break his spirit?

The fasting, the punishments she had bestowed, the teachings she had shared – not one bit of it had made a difference. Not one bit of it had bent him to her will – and to Valxiron’s cause. She resisted the urge to turn around and glare at him. Curses, he frustrated her. She knew in her heart that, if their roles had been reversed, she would not have forsaken her beliefs in a few weeks either. Not that I would ever, she vowed to herself. And yet... He’s wrong, damn it. Why can’t he see?
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WHERE IS SHE LEADING us? Vasili wondered. He followed her in silence – he had already learned to not speak unless spoken to – out of the keep and down the worsening trails into the valleys. The dragon pits, he deduced. He could only keep trailing after her – Morrigan, with her ramrod straight back, unflinching, not even turning to check that he came too.

She confused him; never before had he met someone so vehemently attached to their cause. In a strange way, he had realised that she was the mirror to who he sought to be – self-assured, single-minded, and in need of no one’s validation – save her master’s. Vasili shuddered. That part, he could not admire – such unfailing and unquestioning loyalty. Not from where he stood. No matter the amount of pretty tales she could spin him of Valxiron’s burdens, Erendriel’s suffering for their cause, and the failings of their Eldarkind masters, not to mention the millennia of history since, he could not believe a word of it. Not when he knew the truth of his land – its prosperity, free from such blight. Not when he saw the harshness of the Order’s living, and the ruthlessness of their nature, even to their own.

“It’s your turn to feed them today,” Morrigan said as they drew close to the pits. Meat had already been fetched – mountain creatures roughly butchered into portions for the beasts and piled up before each cave. “If you’re to ride them, they must submit to you.”

Vasili’s skin crawled at that. That he not only had to feed the magnificent dragons as though they were livestock, but that she presumed they would accept whatever rider they had to... like dumb beasts, and not an intelligent creatures with their own will.

“Problem?” Morrigan said coolly.

Vasili strode past her. “No.”

Her gasp was the only warning.

Vasili wheeled around at the unusual sound – and froze.

Upon the path, where he had been mere seconds ago, was a huge mountain lion, standing higher than Morrigan on the inclined ground and ready to pounce.

Drawn by the scent of meat, Vasili guessed. The creature, its attention fixed on Morrigan, who had frozen, her black dress utterly still against the crisp, white snow, crouched onto its haunches, ready to leap at her, its terrible jaws already wide and waiting to snap her tiny neck.

Neither of them was armed.

Vasili raced forwards at once upon instinct, but before he could gain more than three steps, the beast had sprung, and Morrigan moved as quick as a flash and fluid as water. There was an almighty crack, a blinding light, and then a sizzle and a yelp.

The beast tumbled to the floor, landing on a scramble of paws, before it shot off into the brush, leaping up the mountain on powerful, muscular legs and into the sparse tree cover above them. Morrigan, her cheeks balled with red and her eyes flashing with fury, stood ready and waiting – but the beast did not return. Only the scent of singed fur lingered. She scared it but did not kill it. Interesting. She will kill an animal for ritual sacrifice, but not needlessly in the wild? Morrigan confused him yet more.

Yet he had no time to ponder it, for she wheeled upon him, that ire lashing out at him as she stared him up and down, her lip curling as she realised he had moved to help her. “Women here are not helpless, bleating beasts,” she snarled. “I do not need your help, Brother.”

The way she said it, both disgusted and mocking... it curdled in his belly. But Vasili forced himself to bow and turned back to the dragons’ dinner as though nothing had passed. Under her watchful gaze, he distributed the meat evenly to each pit, tossing the portions through the metal grills to the waiting hungry dragons within. He could not bear to meet their eyes or connect with their minds. Instead, he kept his eyes on the packed snow as shame bubbled away at the stupid helplessness of his predicament. A silent apology fell from his lips with each of the dragons he fed – out of Morrigan’s sight, of course.

I am one of them now. Whatever that means. Cruelty to dragons or not. Salvation for us all lies this way, he silently promised them – and tried to convince himself. In that moment, it felt hopeless that he would ever escape, ever be able to use this knowledge for good, ever be able to prevent any more suffering. Now, he was ensnared – by her, by them – and he could not afford to put even one foot wrong if he were to have any chance of achieving freedom and salvation for the Order’s victims.
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Chapter Thirty (Tir-na-Alathea)
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There was no sign of revelry the next morning when the centime rose, stern-faced, and made ready to leave. In short order, they were on the road once more, with Kat’har’s warm parting greetings fading quickly behind them.

The next two days followed the same pattern as before – evanescing through shadow and wind to cross large distances in the blink of an eye, and a day’s travel reduced to minutes, only stopping to examine their route, fan out, and look for signs of the blight that plagued the living forest... and the beasts that had hunted Aedon and Lief.

Like Aedon and Lief had, the centime found remnants of the beasts’ victims, white bones stark against the dark, tangled forest, but no trace of the beasts themselves. Lief did not know if that made her feel better or worse that the creatures had seemingly vanished. She had no doubt they were there still, perhaps watching the elves at that very moment...

A hand landed on her arm, and Lief jumped. But it was only Kinear, who raised an eyebrow at her reaction. “We’re moving out. Sirvardi needs your bearing for the next leg.”

“Of course,” Lief murmured. She edged through the tangle of trees, clambering over the treacherous little of pebbles and boulders – and bones – that threatened to turn her ankles and her stomach. Sirvardi awaited her, stern and impassive as always.

Lief briefly bowed her head to him as he acknowledged her; it was about as cordial as the commander ever seemed to be. “North and west from here, sir,” Lief said.

It had been harder to catch her bearings from their current location, for the wood elves had not followed Aedon and Lief’s chaotic trail from Lune, down the river and through the forest. They had taken the road and cut north after the ford. Yet Lief could tell her path without any help from the night sky or a map – again, another inbuilt sense that the wood elves had, by some grace, acquired. Much like the migrating birds, Lief could always find her way to wherever she called home. It was an inexorable pull.

And so, as Lief, Aedon, and the rest joined together to step into the void of magic layered on top of the living world and step through the folds of reality at breakneck pace, Lief let that feeling fill her and tug her back to Lune.

They appeared to a bright, warm afternoon that ought to have heralded the best of Tir-na-Alathean life. And yet the forest was silent. The widely spaced behemoth trees spread boughs over... nothing. Not a beast moved. Not a bird flew. Not an insect grated. A faint smell – of rot and decay – floated on the breeze, tainting the pure air. Sirvardi shared a laden glance with his cinq and moved ahead of the centime without a sound.

Lief followed with Aedon and Kinear’s cinq. They passed through the forest like ghosts, fanning out. Lief had guided them to the ridge above Lune, between it and the breach in the border she had found and tried to repair. It was as close as she had dared.

There was no sign of the blight where they had emerged in the forest, and yet the silence of the forest was only the first tell-tale clue that all was not well. Soon, the trees bled into the silence with viscous, maroon sap that dried black upon the trunks it stained, like blighted tears. And those trees it had touched withered, their leaves browning and falling, their branches crumbling. Rotting.

Where they fell, the elves were careful not to tread or touch.

Each step became yet more careful as the blight deepened, and the once green and lush forest now seemed a blackened, rotting mess. Lief’s heart tumbled at the sight; she had not imagined such a thing to be possible. Not in her home. Not so quickly.

And as they crested the ridge, looking down onto the valley of Lune below, a cry escaped her lips at what awaited them – and she did not care that Kinear’s nostrils flared as he whipped his head to her, ready to chastise that she had broken their silence.

The valley was black with the blight. Not a tree survived. Nothing could she see of any elven habitations within the valley, none of the bridges, towers, tree dwellings... it was all lost to a seething black, dying mess.

“We retreat at once.” Sirvardi’s command rippled through the centime. It was mid-afternoon; they had little time to venture into the valley that day... and make it out. They had to make a camp before nightfall – and whatever would come with the dark.
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AEDON FOLLOWED, WALKING side by side with Lief, as the column of elves retraced their steps beyond the ridge, and then passed further beyond, to where the border of Tir-na-Alathea and Pelenor awaited. They were to investigate the breach in the border first – a minor issue, compared to what awaited them at Lune. That would require the dawn of a new day to face. Aedon was glad for that; he had no desire for encounters in the dark with the undead again.

He was less concerned with that, however, than Lief. As they strode in silence, picking a path through the blighted forest, he stole sidelong glances at her. Her face was pale, her freckles in deeper contrast than usual upon her skin. And her eyes were glazed over, barely seeing what lay before her on the trail, as though she were in another time and place. Perhaps she was, Aedon mused. This place held history for her too, and she had known it all, not like him, who had been confined to the barest of prisons for his duration there. He longed to reach out to her – but dared not, surrounded as they were by Sirvardi’s warriors.

And so he continued to follow in obedient silence until the shimmering air of the border danced before them like a veil across reality.

Aedon paused before it – not too close – and he too was taken to a different time and place. It had been a long time, decades, since he had stood upon the other side of this border. To enter the forest realm and face the Queen’s justice. It seemed like a different life, belonging to a different elf out there. One he had not even considered if he would resemble when he eventually secured his freedom again.

Sirvardi’s orders broke his reverie, and Aedon turned to find Lief already busy rolling out both their bedrolls close together as usual, whilst around them, the wood elves’ magic swelled with numerous wards that they cast around the camp to protect them during that night. That corner of the woods, at the very edge of the realm of Tir-na-Alathea, the blight had not touched. Animals scurred around them, and in every direction, lush, green flora reigned.

Once camp had been established soon after, the cinqs spread out across the border, Lief and Aedon with them. Whilst they were there, Sirvardi was determined to check over every inch of the border they could reach before night fell, to make sure that no other breaches were present. That nothing else dark had slipped in or out.

Lief led Kinear to the hasty repair she had made on the border. Aedon trailed at the back of the cinq, lost in the unfamiliar place, and superseded by them all in their purpose to repair the Queen’s powerful magical barrier, in which he had no prior experience.

“It’s held admirably.” Kinear allowed Lief a small, tight smile before he turned back to her handiwork. “But we shall need all our strength to make the full repair. Perhaps yours included, Aedon.”

Aedon raised an eyebrow, surprised to be called upon. “Of course.” If nothing else, he was curious to feel the magic of this enchantment.

“First, we will unmake it, and then I want a scout through the breach to see what lies beyond.”

Aedon stilled. “I’ll go,” he blurted before there was really a moment to think about it. A chance to visit Pelenor. To step into the land of his birth... from which he had been away for so very long. If nothing else... to be so close and yet unable to do so was agonising. “I can’t run; I’m bound to the Queen,” he added, before Kinear’s open mouth could form a rejection. I just want to set foot on my homeland again, he did not dare admit to anyone other than his own heart.

“I’ll go with him,” Lief offered at once.

Kinear looked between them slowly, frowning, and nodded. “All right. Go. Be quick about it; you must return before sunset.” And Aedon knew that was less to do with Kinear worrying that he wouldn’t return than what they would possibly need to defend against once night fell. “See if you can find anything beyond, any clues as to what has passed here, and how this accursed blight has entered our land. The rest of us will begin the Singing to make the repair.”

“Sir.” Lief bowed.

“Be quick,” Kinear warned.

And, before he could change his mind, Lief tore down her own makeshift repair – for it was easy to unravel such magic of her own making – and she and Aedon leapt through the breach into the lands beyond.

The cold hit Aedon like a shock, as though he had jumped into deep, frigid water that stole the breath from his lungs. It cut sharply in his chest and plumed out in great gushes of mist. From the eternal summer of Tir-na-Alathea into the midst of winter in Pelenor they had plunged. Even there, on the grassy moors, the snow had dusted, blowing into high banks, leaving few tufts of grass and heathers uncovered.

Aedon could not help but drop to the snow. Snow! He had not seen it in such a time that it hit him with the miraculous awe of childhood wonder anew. He crouched and dragged his fingers through the fine flakes, not caring that he lost all feeling in them mere moments later. Beside him, Lief slowly lowered too, caressing the white-covered heathers with curiosity, her touch lingering on the cold snow as she brushed it from the plants.

High tors stood in the distance, sentinels that marked Aedon’s location far better than anything else in the barren landscape, for he had no way to know where upon the border between Pelenor and Tir-na-Alathea he had emerged. The Silent Sisters... By legend, they were a coven of troll sisters, frozen to stone by the rising sun, though he did not know where the tales had originated from and whether they had any basis in fact.

Now he knew where he was – where Lune was in relation to Pelenor; it bordered the north of Pelenor, where only a few days’ travel away lay the coast and a vast ocean beyond that. I was so close, all along. What Aedon would have given for such handsome information before Lune had fallen, for the chance at an escape attempt – and now, he would turn away from his homeland and return to Tir-na-Alathea... to help her.

He glanced to Lief, standing beside him. Her teeth clacked together, and her entire body seemed to tremor with shivers – gone in a moment as his warm magic ruffled over both of them, protecting them from the chill. He did not dare pull her into a one-armed embrace to rub the goose pimples from her arms. Not whilst they could be seen by the wood elves.

He glanced back for a moment; it was such a strange sight. A quiet forest, deserted to the eye, and yet, through that tear... he could see life scurrying. The enchanted barrier was a great feat indeed to hide all signs of life in the forest realm behind a great shield of magic fed by the forest and governed by Solanaceae’s will. He had never managed to fathom the intricacies with which it worked, to allow some things and beings to pass, and bar – or worse, obliterate – others.

Close by, in a ditch, blackness marred the snow. Aedon instinctively knew it was the blight that had broken through the barrier to corrupt Lune, as Lief had described. Into Tir-na-Alathea it bored, through part of the barrier that Lief had patched over, and, in the opposite direction, through the moorlands it wound until the snow and mounds of heather obscured its path, in the vague direction of the Seven Sisters.

Lief had seen it too, as her eyes settled upon the blackness and returned to meet his. Aedon cocked a smile, infusing it with as much bravado as he had. He would make the most of his brief time in Pelenor – and if he could, find the source of the blight with Lief. “Shall we?”
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Chapter Thirty-One (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Lief had never seen anything quite so astonishingly beautiful as the snow-covered moors that rolled into the distance like a white sea turned grey under the brooding skies. The living forest was eternal summer; it had always been so, though she was not sure why. Thus far, she had not seen snow before, not up close, only from behind the blurring border spell that separated Tir-na-Alathea from the outside world. She had not felt this cold, either; the living forest changed from dry heat to muggy warmth, and little else – a cool breeze the only occasional hint of anything different.

The snow seemed to cleanse the world from the darkness lingering in the border behind them. It was tempting, for a moment, to want to adventure it. She relished the brittle chill upon her cheeks, even though it was so cold it bit, and her eyes were wide as saucers as she beheld it all – from her breath frosting in blooming clouds before her to the gentle dusting of snow upon the barren heathers at her feet and the seething sky that bulged with snow yet to fall.

“Come on.”

She followed Aedon, wading through the snow carefully – for it hid tussocks and hollows that would be quick to turn an ankle and send her sprawling if she were not careful. And that was exactly what happened as they dipped down into a hollow and her attention snagged on a rock jutting from the ground with a delicate row of icicles hanging from it. One moment, her foot slipped, and the next, she could not be sure which way was up as she tumbled down the gradual incline in a rush of snow that rolled with her.

Aedon was there in a second – and the cad had the nerve to laugh as she jumped to her feet, cheeks warm with embarrassment – steadying her.

“Enjoy your trip?”

She thumped him lightly on the arm.

He only chuckled as he let go of her forearm slowly, watching as she tested her weight on the ankle that had crumpled beneath her – sore, but whole. Lief brushed the fine dusting of snow from her garments, shaking it loose from her braid and grimacing as some melted and slipped down the back of her neck like a cold, wet finger.

At least in their pause, she had the chance to examine the icicles for a moment at leisure. Lief bent low, peering at them keenly. “We don’t have anything like this in Tir-na-Alathea,” she murmured, reaching out a finger to stroke it, savouring the freezing smoothness of it – though thanks to Aedon’s charm, it did not eat at her. She shivered slightly anyway, her bare arms still expecting to feel that nip of cold become unbearable at any second; wood elf attire would not suit in Pelenor, it seemed. Not without magic to shield from the cold.

“Come on,” Aedon prompted, his voice quiet. “We’d best hurry.”

Lief followed him to the top of the dip, where the tors became visible once more. “What are they?”

Aedon glanced back at the forest, and Lief wondered if he wondered the same as she. Are we being watched? She did not dare draw closer, but instead continued to tread beside him, one careful step after another, down the next heather-and-snow-covered knoll.

“These are the Silent Sisters – petrified trolls. It is said that once, trolls roamed the plains freely, far more plentiful than they are now, and far less elusive. Now, they frequent the same mountainous terrain as the goblins, though that is no great shame; you would not want to meet one by day or night. The eight sisters were trolls of great wit and beauty—”

Lief raised an eyebrow, and Aedon chuckled.

“Yes, quite. Well, amongst their kind, maybe I ought to preface, they were renowned for their clever wit and comeliness; they were everything that trolls ought to be, and many a troll-male sought to mate with them, but the sisters did not deign to dally with any old troll who came a-calling. Instead, a great competition was held for the right to be their mates, for the eight sisters—”

“But there are only seven tors?” Lief interrupted, having paused to check her count.

Aedon glared at her mock-sternly for the interruption. “And I’ll explain that, don’t you worry. The eight sisters, knowing their worth, would accept nothing less than the finest of trolls for their hearth and bed.”

Lief hid a smile. I did not know trolls were so clever. Indeed, the few scattered tales she had heard of them described brutish beasts, incapable of feeling or refined thought. And yet... Good for those eight sisters, to know their worth. To not settle. As she had, once upon a time. She pushed thoughts of Finarvon from her head, berating herself that she had let him lurk in a corner of her mind yet again. Berating herself that she allowed the phantom of someone else to hold her back. Though, if she were truly being honest... I’m the one holding myself back.

She glanced sidelong at Aedon. It was so hard to trust another – fully – and she had no idea still if she ever truly could, but Aedon felt different. Reliable. And she wished it could be different. Wished she did not have this weight of her own making hanging around her neck, holding her back and dragging her down. Without it... maybe one day there would be a chance for them. She pushed the thought away at once. I am a wood elf, and he is a prisoner.

“Are you listening?”

“Oh, er, yes.”

“Hmm.” Aedon pursed his lips at her. “You know, I’m an excellent storyteller, Lief na-Arboreali.”

“With an ego to match,” she grumbled. “Don’t let me hold back your brilliance. As you were.”

Aedon scowled at her, but she saw the ghost of a smirk he fought to suppress. “I wouldn’t want you to miss the story. Where was I...”

“Contest. Wit and beauty.”

“You didn’t listen to anything after that?” Aedon sighed dramatically and rolled his eyes. “Did you hit your head in that fall?”

“I did not!” Lief protested. “I’m listening. Come on. We don’t have all day.” Indeed, the tors drew closer inch by inch as they trekked parallel to where the blight emerged periodically amongst the snow to reveal blackened, withered heather and grass.

“As I was saying, the troll sisters would accept nothing less than the finest for their hearths and beds – quite rightly of course. Even the best troll males are ghastly. Can you imagine anything less?” Aedon wrinkled his nose. Lief grinned.

“Exactly. So, they held a great contest, on these very plains, it was said. The trolls could only venture out by night; you know the myths, I’m sure, but if a troll sees the sunrise, forever will it be turned to stone. So the trolls were most careful to ensure that they never ever let their eyes see the light of day.

“Each night, they held a contest, and each night, the suitors were whittled down, until at last, only eight bulls remained. One for each sister. Five of the sisters chose a mate from the males who had won - fighting for their preference – and away into the night they went. Three bulls were left, and three sisters. One bull, small and filled with great wit. One bull of average in both wit and stamina. And one, the biggest, strongest brute of them all, though lacking for any charm. However, here the sisters disagreed over which bulls they wanted for themselves. And so the largest of the troll sisters exerted her strength over the other two, and she chose her mate – the large bull. The second largest sister exerted her dominance over the third; and she chose her mate, the second largest bull of average wit and, knowing trolls, no charm at all.

“Leaving only the third sister, who was cleverer than them all. Who was sick of competing for everything and being the smallest of her sisters. Despite their wit and famed beauty, she was always the last to choose and the recipient of whatever leftovers the others had in all things in their lives. She would endure it no more. She took her mate, the very last troll. The cleverest and smallest of the males. Her perfect match, as it turned out in the end, for he was as devious and ambitious as she, and as tired of being the runt of the bulls as she was being the least of the sisters.”

They were almost upon the tors. Great columns of rock stretching into the sky ahead of them, misshapen and bulky. Lief turned her face to the skies to look at them, admiring that they were so much taller than her, as tall as trees. She did not know trolls could be so large. Surely, it is just a story.

“The troll and her mate concocted a plan that would see them triumph over their kind once and for all. They invited the other seven sisters and their new mates to a great revel under the pretence of celebrating their successful alliances; for the eight sisters had not only managed to find for themselves the strongest and smartest troll bulls for their mates, but also united several of the troll clans, who were famous for their in-fighting and clan battles. The greatest alliance this could have been for the trolls, had their people tended to peace instead of war. But alas, it was not to be.

“At the revels, as usual, the last of the sisters and the last of the bulls were still the runts. Last to feed. Last to drink. Last to dance. And their plan moved forward in agreement, for their desire for revenge was only increased by what others withheld from them.

“The small female and the small bull kept the revel through the dark hours of the night. Higher they stoked the fire. More flowed the drinks. And ever the glut continued as they plied their kin with food, drink, and dance... until dawn glimmered on the horizon.

“So taken with their revel were the seven troll sisters and their mates that they did not discern, amongst the bright light of the fire, that the sun’s first rays had slipped across the horizon. The small female and her mate slipped back into their burrow in the nick of time, just as the sun rose anew for the day.... And with cries of horror, her sisters realised. Their mates realised. But it was too late.

“Crack! In an instant, to stone they were all turned, and to stone they shall remain forevermore, to be the silent sentinels upon this moor until wind and time make them nothing more than standing stones.”

“Wow... What happened to the troll sister and her mate?”

“Well, what do you think? They lived happily ever after! Or... something like that. I don’t much reckon trolls are ‘happily ever after’ kind of folk. They were probably very awful and went and did lots of unpleasantly trollish things until the end of their days.”

Lief chuckled and arched an eyebrow. “‘Unpleasantly trollish things’...?”

“Well, I don’t know what trolls do.”

“There are only seven stones though, and you call them the Silent Sisters. What happened to the bull trolls? Where are the seven of them?”

“Well, there are seven tors, but if you happen to count, there are also seven very large boulders hereabouts; they’re said to be the trolls’ mates, frozen too to stone for eternity, bowing at their mates’ feet.”

“Hmm.” Lief looked around. Despite the atmosphere with the snowstorm building overhead and the clouds looking fit to burst, creating a dark, brooding presence amongst the tors, they were stones... And nothing more. “I wonder if it’s true?”

Aedon shrugged, and as they drew closer to one of the giant monoliths, he placed his hand upon the rough stone. “Who can say? If nothing else, it is a cautionary tale.”

“What, don’t cross your troll sisters, or you might find yourself stuffed with food and drink and turned to stone?”

“Exactly. I can’t think of a more relevant life lesson than that.”

Lief could not help the laugh that escaped her. “You always have an answer for everything, Aedon Lindhir Riel.”

“You’re welcome.” Gods, that crooked smile infuriated and excited her. He was the best kind of insufferable. With her lapse in concentration, she slipped again, a small skid. Before she had even righted herself, Aedon was there to steady her.

“Did you have wine or water for breakfast today?” he quipped.

She shoved him, laughing, and together they tumbled into the snow between the tors. Dusted with white, and a tangle of limbs, their chuckles subsided, and the smiles fell from their lips as his solemn green eyes met her amber ones.

“I wish things could be different,” Lief said softly. Her fingers grazed the front of his tunic, the soft fabric smooth against her fingers. His arms wrapped around her in a protective cocoon. For a moment, they were not a wood elf and her prisoner on the trail of dark magic between realms of summer and winter... for a moment, they were just twin souls, alone in the wilderness.

Aedon waited for her to continue.

“I shut myself away from everyone for so long... I’m not sure I know how to let anyone in anymore.” Lief swallowed. “And I want to let you in. But I’m not sure I ought to.”

“Because we’re doomed,” Aedon finished the thought heavily. “Since how can you – a wood elf, loyal to your people, and quite rightly so – ever let yourself fraternise with a common Pelenori elf – who is a prisoner, no less. I understand.” His tone soured, and Lief’s heart quivered.

“It’s not that,” she protested, even though it at least half was. “What if we don’t survive this? What if, even if we do... you gain your freedom? You’ll be free to leave. And I am bound to stay.”

“Will I? Are you?”

Lief frowned. “I don’t understand.” The very air between them, around them, seemed to be frozen with them in that instant.

“How do you think I feel? I left a life outside your realm, once upon a time. I am terrified to return and find it in tatters. To find all those I knew and loved dead or moved on. To be utterly alone in the place I once called home; home was never about where I lived. For me, it was about whom I lived life with. And I can never find the home I once had, with the family I once had, those I was bound to by friendship and love.” Aedon swallowed. “All I have known in Tir-na-Alathea is solitude... until you, Lief.”

Aedon trailed off. Lief leaned closer. He did not continue, though she could sense something inside him that remained unsaid. Instead, he took a pause. “Lief... if you could be anything you wanted... if you could do anything you wanted with your life... go where you pleased... what would you choose? Lief na Arboreali”—he stressed her name, his eyes boring fervently into hers— “not your duty, or your occupation, or your loyalty to others... what would you choose?”

Lief’s lips parted. That was not what she had expected he would say, and still the thing unsaid lurked within him, whatever it was, but this had thrown her entirely off guard. “I... I’m not sure.” And indeed, she was not.

Have I ever considered it? Lief lay in the snow, stunned, for a long pause not seeing the world around her, lost behind her own eyes in the depths of her being. An uncomfortable feeling prickled at her skin. I’ve always followed my path... but... who set that path for me? 

Aedon’s expression softened at her confusion. “I think I might know how you feel, just a little. Lief, you get one chance at this life. However long you may be blessed with... Make sure you’re living the life you want to lead. I know plenty about obligation and following the path set before you; you know my past. I always strived to become the General of the Winged Kingsguard... until one day, I did not. Because I realised, as much as I wanted it, it had never been what I wanted for myself. To live by a petty king’s orders, to serve at his whim, wrapped in the cloak of nobility and little better than his decorated thug.

“You’re different, and yet the same, I sense. You became a ranger of the living forest, but did you choose that for yourself? Yes?” He drew back ever so slightly at the flash of defiance in her eyes.

“Then, Lief, do you choose it again and again for yourself now? Tomorrow? The day after that – and the day after that? Just because you may have chosen it once for the right reasons does not mean you cannot change your mind now. Cannot choose something different. Cannot choose to follow where your soul leads. Where do you want to go, what do you want to do, and who do you want to be?”

Lief closed her eyes against the questions, but she could not shield herself from the insipid way they slid behind her defences and echoed within her. What do I want?

Aedon was right, as much as it hurt to admit it. For so long... She had wanted to become a ranger – make her parents proud. See her realm – the realm that she loved fiercely. Serve her Queen. But now...? Now it had all turned to death and darkness; what did she want? I can never go back. It will never be how it was. She had long thought that her happiness had ended with Finarvon’s betrayal; since then she had drifted, lost, always searching and never managing to find the scrap of peace she had once so carefully tended and barely won.

Around them, the snow began to fall from the heavens above, silent cold kisses that Lief did not feel, lost inside herself; heavy wet flakes soon settled upon them, nestled together on the ground in their protective cocoon of warming magic. Aedon did not move, did not speak, as the seconds passed, watching the silent struggle that wrote itself upon her face.

What do I want? The question rang out again.

Having lost Lune and everything that meant – her position, her comrades, her life – she would truly have to start from scratch. She ought to have done all along, and yet, with the trappings of the rest of her life intact, Lief realised she had been more than content to coast along, shrinking from the fact that none of it fit her anymore, like old clothes that had shrunk. And yet I did it anyway. Walked a path that was not for me. Lief crushed her eyes shut as bitter disappointment welled up inside her. That she had chosen to exist, rather than grow.

“Lief?” Aedon said gently. His thumb brushed her cheek.

“I don’t know what I want,” Lief admitted in a ragged whisper past the lump in her throat. Skies above and roots below, it hurts.

“That’s all right. You’re allowed to figure this out in your own time,” came the murmured reply. And with it, she felt a warm rush of gratitude.

Lief opened her eyes to find his locked upon her, and he regarded her tenderly with that soft smile, the one she liked because it showed the true Aedon inside the cocky façade. “You have the right to choose what you do with your life, Lief, and who you want to be. No one else owns you. Do you understand that?”

She sensed what he asked was a deeper question. Do I understand that? Truly? That I am free to decide my own fate... not beholden to anyone else, or anything? “Yes... I think I understand.” She did not even convince herself, but his answering widening smile told her that was all right too.

“We’d best get up,” said Aedon, shifting next to her. “Before the snow buries us.”

Lief blinked with surprise, attuning to the world around them. In the minutes she had been adrift in her own mind, the snowfall had thickened and the tors above were lost in the snow, which carpeted thickly already about them – and atop them.

Aedon eased his arms away and stood, drawing her to her feet. For a moment, they stood there, two tiny, still sentinels amongst the wraithlike tors about them, hands clasped, standing before each other.

“I’ll be here, figuring this all out with you, Lief,” said Aedon, and he leaned forward to press a warm kiss against her forehead. Lief rested there for a moment, giving his hands an answering squeeze. “Together. We’ll get through this together – if that’s what you want.” And before the panic could rise within her that he expected her to commit there and then, when she could not even commit to herself, he added, “And you don’t have to give me any answer. Not until you’re ready.”

Lief’s shoulders slumped with the relief of the tension that had arisen in her. She had no words for him. For how good he was. Kind. Patient. Understanding. Insightful. And so she reached her hand to his face, cupping his cheek, and bowed his forehead to hers for a moment of silent solidarity before they turned anew to face the storm – and what awaited them in the tors. Feeling both better and worse about what faced them and about the seething confusion and rawness that lay within her own heart.

The tors brooded over the place, and now it seemed like they were not merely silent sentinels of stone but sentient beings, watchful and guarding – but guarding what?

Unease prickled on the back of Lief’s neck as she prowled with Aedon through the whiteout, the dark shapes around them blooming through the white and fading back into it as they passed. The iron tang of dark magic pulled the pair of them, unmistakably searing hot on their senses in the cold emptiness that surrounded them. Sure enough, the blight wound between the tors to the very centre of the misshapen circle of monoliths. It seemed to have an aversion to the pure white blanket of snow, or perhaps the snow had an aversion to it, for it was a clear, dark bolt through the uninterrupted white.

Aedon and Lief waded nearer – though taking care not to approach too closely. The blight seemed to sink into the centre of the tors, into the ground. It reminded her of a tar pit she had seen only once before, in a nook of Tir-na-Alathea far away.

The very snow avoided it; upon the ground and in the air, there was a void of everything, as though a hollow bubble hung, half embedded in the ground... and as Aedon drew closer, she saw him freeze.

“What is it?” Lief breathed. Even speaking felt wrong here, as though the tors held their breath. The very air was too still, too silent, as though something would erupt if they broke it.

Aedon drew back, towards her, until their shoulders bumped. “There’s dark magic here. Lots of it. Too much to be natural.” His voice was casual, and yet there was an undercurrent there of... Her nostrils flared. Fear? As he swung his head to regard the tors around them as though he evaluated for a predator, a tingle of trepidation crawled down Lief’s spine. Was that a watchful presence or her own wild imagination? She shivered nonetheless.

“This is the source?” she asked – her voice barely louder than a murmur. She could see no other trail of the blight leaving this place; the trail from the forest led here and ended before them.

“I reckon so. But this... I have not seen magic like this since...” He did not finish the sentence. “We have to leave. Now. This is beyond us.”

And with that, she felt magic wash over her as he strengthened the wards on them, not just for warmth and to stay dry, the practicalities demanded by the weather... but for protection too. Against whatever this magic was. That scared her more – that he could not – would not – speak of it there.

She followed him at a steady jog, though her legs itched to break into a sprint, and her back tingled as though something watched them from behind. Their feet pounded into the soft powder, retracing their steps, which, as they exited the group of tors, disappeared under the fresh snow. Aedon cursed. “I don’t know the way back.” He whirled around, fruitlessly; no sign of the outside world could they see. Nothing but snow and the tors looming through the storm.

“I know the way.” Lief could feel the forest calling her home with that innate sense that had always been there. “Come on!” She did not want to linger anymore. She slipped her hand into his and pulled him at a run away from the tors – away from the darkness that was there, which he was too fearful of to even name – and into the snowstorm.
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Chapter Thirty-Two (The Dragon’s Nest)
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Icarus buzzed with the nervous frisson that passed through them all, assembled and ready to launch into the sky. East and south they would fly as one, shrouded in thick magic to cloak their presence until the last second.

Icarus rustled his wings, eager to be off. He was the only lone dragon amongst them, and unsaddled to boot. A strange feeling; Vasili rarely rode bareback, given it was not permitted on patrol or in formation. Riders were strapped in for a reason; dragons flew fast and not always upright. Icarus half wanted to take the saddle. To bring Vasili home. But that chance is slim. Icarus growled at the insidious thought, earning a huff from an older, more disciplined dragon beside him, who held her neck arched, ready to fly.

At Elyvia’s signal, a raised arm, gusts battered them all as dragons took flight. Icarus leapt into the air too, following Tristan as each unit rose in formation to the skies, ready to move as soon as Elyvia, at the head of their ranks, ordered.

Icarus tingled as magic washed over him, rippling over his scales and through his very flesh. He hovered impatiently, hating that he could not dart, faster than an arrow, to where Vasili awaited him. The calm before the storm that seemed to rumble through the ranks around him was lost upon his own acute anxious pain at the need for his rider.

Elyvia, upon Britte, soared away, her finest riders following her, and the rest of them, Icarus amongst, following them.

I’m coming, Vasili!
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Chapter Thirty-Three (The Hidden Valley)
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Vasili sat, once more in the dark, subterranean chapel. That day, it seemed to stifle him more than usual. It had been two days since he had fed the dragons with Morrigan – and she had not let him out since. No; only between the walls of his room and the walls of the chapel did he go, and each time, the walls seemed to draw in ever closer, the breath grow tighter in his chest, until he was certain he would burst with it.

That day, the chapel was once more full of black-cloaked Initiates, his peers from the sacrificial ceremony during which they had all been accepted into the ranks. Yet those surrounding him upon the stone pews were heads shorter than Vasili, the black cloaks too big for them. All of them children or little more than.

It was only the anger that kept Vasili clearheaded through it all, over the stifling heat of all those bodies crammed into that small space, through each poisonous word that dripped self-assuredly from Morrigan’s lips. And yet the others lapped it up.

Wide-eyed, the boys and girls beside him drank in every word she spoke, hanging off them with hushed reverence, as though she were the voice of a god. Yet the more he watched, the more Vasili began to understand. Like Morrigan... these youngsters had never left the hidden valley. In their short lives, all they had known was the stark, bare rock – and the equally loveless Order. That, and the rhetoric they had been filled with.

So when Morrigan spoke of cursed lands laid waste by greed, of sinful hearts corrupted, and of a world in need of cleansing in Valxiron’s name, their eyes only grew the wider... and Vasili’s anger the larger. These children had seen nothing of the green and fair lands of Pelenor – and he had not seen much of the world beyond, but he had seen enough to know that the scars of the war a quarter century ago had still not healed. That the peace that endured was hard-won and so more cherished. That nowhere in Pelenor was there any strife to speak of, and all lived in harmony. It was not the bleak and accursed land that Morrigan spoke of; that, in Vasili’s mind, he pictured rather like the desolate valley that they now resided in. Barren of all.

No wonder they are so eager to follow her, Vasili thought, if this is all they know and all they hear. No wonder they are so driven against us, if they never see the truth of how we live. They have been indoctrinated. But at that, his heart sank. How can we counter that? They will not see what they do not wish to see. They would sooner kill us than listen to us.

For the first time, he looked at Morrigan with a fresh emotion. Pity. Even as she, fiery-eyed and red-cheeked with the vehemence of her preaching, gesticulated with a pointing finger skyward as she condemned all other infidels to Valxiron’s wrath on their crusade against heretics. She does not see any other truth... because she has never known any. Been allowed to know any.

It was an emotion he had not expected to feel towards the hateful, violent young woman who seemed so hell-bent on cruelty. Yet he could not help but feel some shred of decency towards her; she had been indoctrinated too. He did not speak up in her presence to denounce her; it was not the character he played. And he knew – realised more with each passing day – that it would not serve him. She would believe nothing he said of the outside world – the kindness, the bounty, the justice there. She was safe in the cage she had made, hateful as it was. And he could not save her from it. But perhaps, if the Winged Kingsguard returned soon for him – if Icarus had made it to safety – then just maybe he had a shred of hope of saving the children around him from the same dark life as her.

He could not deny that the Order’s teachings were not in the slightest appealing; after all, it called to the dark side of himself too, tucked deep away. The desire to finally have the power and status to prove everyone wrong; to stop being the black sheep of Pelenor society, shunned, an outcast. The desire to be better, stronger – more than all of them... but not like that. He was sure Morrigan sensed it – sure that was why she tried so hard to weaken him, make him more susceptible to falling for that siren-like call of darkness. Yet Morrigan could not smother his anger, and so Vasili kept his moral compass true, as she preached one hateful word after another to them.

Eventually, they were dismissed, and Vasili gladly filed out – without her following him for the first time in days. Freedom drove him towards the valley for a breath of fresh air and the sight of whatever weak daylight filtered through the clouds, but as the frigid air met him, blasting down the tunnels long before any sign of daylight penetrated the underground maze, Vasili swore.

His cloak. He stopped, sighed, and turned. I left it in the chapel. So warm had it been in there that he had unclipped it, bundled it up under the pew, and promptly forgotten about it. Vasili gritted his teeth. I have to go back. If I lose the cloak, I’m dead. I shan’t escape far in this weather if the opportunity comes. And besides... I’ll never hear the end of it from her, I’m sure.

As he returned reluctantly from the caress of fresh air and to the subterranean chapel, that place of sickly cloying incense and cold stone, the door remained ajar, ever so slightly. Vasili slowed his steps, treading silently upon the stone, his heart leaping in his chest at his luck that the chapel was deserted, for no sound could he hear from within. Still, he approached without noise. Not wanting to alert any presence around that he entered that most sacred sanctum without permission or accompaniment.

Fully initiated Brother or not, Vasili did not feel like one of them. Could not pull off the natural swagger that was probably expected of him, not wholeheartedly. Not with the undercurrent of ever-present fear that ran through him even in that moment that somehow, he would be discovered. That somehow, the strengthening wards he had placed, like shields, upon his own mind, to guard against insidious attacks from the grandmasters or anyone else, would be breached. That his true self – the one that had existed all along – would be bared for all to see. He would suffer unimaginable punishment if that were to pass. Vasili shuddered and pushed that thought away. He nudged the door open with a palm, even though his very skin recoiled from the feeling of the aged, weathered wood and the jagged ridges upon it that bit into his hand.

Vasili froze.

Inside the chapel, one dark figure remained.

Morrigan.

No longer in that dress as a harbinger of darkness, now she wore her fighting leathers once more, as though the dress were saved for ceremony only – and disdained for the rest of her time. It was the Morrigan he knew. The one who gave him that edge of fear. The one who felt like a predator ready to snap his neck if his attention – and wariness – strayed for even a second from her.

She knelt before the altar, her face upturned to it. The casket atop it, which Vasili had only ever seen sealed shut... lay open. The lid askew on the stone beside Morrigan. And within the casket... Vasili could not see within, for it lay too far away from him, though he could see the delicate white silk – faded and spoiled by time to ivory and cream – unfolded over the side, as though it had been wrapped over something within, like a babe swaddled for slumber in a crib.

The door creaked.

Morrigan’s head whipped around, lightning fast. “How dare you disturb me at prayer!” Anger lashed from her before she realised it was him – and she stopped, anger warring within her with something else.

“I forgot my cloak. Apologies.” He did not offer her a bow, nor flowery platitudes, nor did he advance or fall back a step before her ire. Vasili remained under the arch of the door with the shadow of the poorly lit tunnel at his back and the relative bright candlelight of the chapel before him, both standing his ground and hardly daring to move. The light illuminated balls of red upon her cheeks and a flash in her eyes as she grappled with some inner conflict.

“Take it, and get out.”

Vasili rushed forward – and sure enough, his cloak lay in a dusty heap under the pew, out of sight from anyone who did not look. He snatched it up as Morrigan continued to glare at him, still kneeling upon the floor, twisting her whole body so she could keep both beady eyes upon his every move.

He bowed low to scrabble under the bench for it, dragging it out and grimacing at the dust that marked it. He beat it off until she hissed at him with pure fury – that, he supposed, he would desecrate a holy space so. Vasili hastily stopped and clutched the cloak close, dust and all.

“Get. Out.”

This close, he could now see what she had been doing. One dark leather bracer had been unlaced up the forearm to expose skin of palest porcelain, marred by the terrible scars he had already seen – but now fresh blood oozed as another four-pointed cross, the mark of her Order, joined the rest, freshly carved into her own flesh.

Vasili’s stomach flipped at the sight of the rippling sheet of blood that, at her lapse of attention, now flowed freely across her skin. He swayed slightly, overcome by dizziness. Though hardly squeamish, for he had seen far worse injuries even in training as a dragon rider, he had never seen someone harm themselves deliberately. Especially not in the name of religion. He felt sick to his stomach at the thought of it.

“What are you looking at?” she snapped. “Make haste, dolt. I tire of your interruption.”

“I... my apologies, Lady,” Vasili said, pulling his attention from her forearm to her face. “I merely wondered...”

“Well, you can merely wonder somewhere else.”

“What is that?” Vasili dithered, as the open casket tugged at his curiosity again. This close, he could see the wood, so old it was pale silver, carvings lost and smoothed by time. That delicate, worn silk fraying at the edges. And within, a gleam of white, like...

“Is that bone?” Vasili whispered.

Morrigan pushed to her feet to stand, barring his way. Blocking his view. As tall as him, she managed it too, obscuring the casket totally as she squared up to him. “It’s none of your business.”

Vasili swallowed his retort at the crack of her knuckles as her hands balled into fists at her side. A crackle of power ran through her that he could feel as she prepared to lash out at him.

He shrugged and dropped his gaze – though his curiosity was nowhere near satisfied. This close to her, he could see the jut of her clenched jaw. Smell a delicate perfume with hints of amber and a sharpness of anise. Feel the tension humming between them.

Morrigan curled her lip. “I suppose you will find out eventually from your dear uncles”—in her mouth the word was like a curse—“seeing as they are so determined for you to fly to the top of our ranks without proper tribulations.” Morrigan raised her chin, glaring at him with her customary coldness, those grey eyes with their amber flecks filled with nothing but disdain.

“These are the proof that all I have spoken of to you is the truth, Vasili of House Ellarian. These are the bones of Erendriel herself.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four (The Hidden Valley)
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“W-what?” Vasili stammered. Had he heard that correctly? Morrigan had claimed the white shards he had seen within that wooden chest were the bones of Erendriel herself, legendary, goddess-like Eldarkind... And enemy of Valxiron to her very core. But if that were the case... Why would the Order possess her bones?

Morrigan smirked, as though she could see his racing thoughts. “Oh, yes, quite, dragon rider. The bones of Erendriel, and what does that mean for all the pretty stories your people tell? Why indeed, if they were true, would we worship at her very remnants for the wisdom they may impart? If your stories were true, why would her remains be of such significance to our master? He does not defile them; he reveres them, as we do.”

“I...”

Morrigan barked a laugh. “Come. Look closer if you like. I do not lie. These are her bones, and no other’s.”

Vasili drifted forwards, called by morbid curiosity and a sickly fear. There were indeed remnants inside the casket, ancient bones – he could tell by their colour – yet preserved with skill and reverence. Stored with care. Arranged most carefully, in a gruesome pattern, with the skull facing upwards and outwards and the rest of the bones stacked neatly around, in a morbid jigsaw of sorts. The individual – had it been Erendriel – had been long limbed. The bones were slender and graceful in their ivory arches. The skull elegant – and those eye sockets, yawning voids that still seemed to fix him with a terrible gaze.

Vasili sank onto the pew as his legs gave way. What does this mean? He had held on to his convictions for his whole life, believed the stories he had been told and yet... Am I any better than her? Than Morrigan? Or am I just an ignorant product, naive of the lies I have been fed?

Trapped in the home of his enemies, his resolve seemed to crumble around him. What is truth? What is false?

“Yes, rider, indeed you should bow before her,” Morrigan said with uncharacteristic softness. And, with a start, Vasili realised that he had bowed his head and his palms covered his face, as though he tried to block out the enormity of the conflict she had just awoken within him.

“This is our most precious relic,” Morrigan continued, sinking back to her knees, though she pulled out some fabric from a pocket hidden in her dress and began to dab at the cuts on her arm, not even wincing as the roughly woven cloth bit into the fresh wound. As though she did not feel the pain of it.

“Erendriel herself. Valxiron’s greatest love. We can never know what happened to his form – it is everywhere and nowhere, many believe, in the fabric of our world, waiting to reform once more. Yet... Her? We can treasure. Keep safe. Worship. As a reminder of the suffering of our people and the rewards that we shall reap when the time comes to cleanse the world of sin once more. These bones hold memories and power for us; they are a keystone to Valxiron’s legacy, and one day soon, we shall unlock them once more to unleash him upon the world anew.”

The chapel suddenly felt boiling hot around Vasili, and tightly constricting. Panic rose in him at the feeling of being buried alive there, overwhelmed in that moment by doubt for his cause. Why do they possess Erendriel’s bones?

“H-how can you be certain they are hers?” he countered hoarsely. Seeking, desperately, any shred that it was not true.

Morrigan glared at him, but the hint of a smile tugged at a corner of her cruel, thin mouth – as though she understood what he sought. Any proof that she lied about the provenance of that relic. About the truth of the Order’s lore.

“History is told by the victors, Vasili. You are smart enough to know that, I reckon. Yet... victors are not above questioning. Those who triumph are not always right – in their conquests, or in their tales told. You may approach, if you like. See the truth of my words.”

Her invite was a dangerously veiled test, Vasili realised in a moment of clarity. Slowly, he sat up, pulled his hands from his face, and raised his eyes to meet hers. There, he saw the dare she gave him – and the flaunting of her power in the dark Order he now found himself in.

Do I dare? Vasili had learned from experience – from his sister Venya’s misadventures with grimoires and his own mischief with magic as a child – in the danger of playing with magics unknown. And, if Morrigan were to be believed, these relics would hold great power. At the very least, he would be able to sense the resonant magic from the time of their existence in the living plane; thousands of years later, that resonance would be faded and slow, but there.

The relic tempted him to approach – like a faint whisper, hushing and shushing, words he could not decipher, so quiet were they. Closer, it called him, and before he knew it, Vasili was upon his feet, sidling closer, without recalling having risen at all.

Morrigan watched him in silence, her glittering eyes and impassive expression giving nothing away for a change – no hint of hate, disdain, or smug superiority, but closer to hungry curiosity, as though she too longed to know what would happen if he connected with those relics.

Curiosity warred with fear as Vasili reached his hand towards that innocuous casket. Curiosity of what lay within. The fear of what he would discover – the truth that could shatter his entire belief system in one fell swoop if what Morrigan had claimed turned out to be true. Their stories could still be lies. But, like a moth drawn to the flame, Vasili could not pull away. He followed the whisper luring him closer, no matter that chills rose every hair upon his body to attention, reached his hand to the casket, and laid his hand upon the ancient wood.
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Chapter Thirty-Five (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Aedon’s heart thundered as he followed Lief’s intuitive guidance through the snow back to the border – and relative safety – of the living forest. He resisted the urge to glance behind – sending out his senses instead to verify nothing chased them but his own fear. He put on a brave face, letting no hint of what they had truly found at the Silent Sisters show to Lief; she had no idea what they faced, but he remembered only too well, even a quarter of a century after he had last come face-to-face with the same unmistakable blend of sorcery.

Valxiron.

The Dark One of Altarea.

World-crusher.

Devourer of lives.

Annihilator of civilisations.

Aedon wanted to fall to the ground and weep with the knowledge of it, so heavy it lay upon his shoulders that such darkness had risen anew, beyond doubt, and they – he – would have to face it again.

The marks of dark magic in the ground, which Lief had not perceived under the blanket of snow but which Aedon had seen in that strange bubble-shaped void of all things, were familiar to him, both in their appearance and their particular magical blend. The corrosive feel of it was like nails scraping down his back, claws sinking in, gnawing, devouring his own magic.

The memory of it plagued every step.

-
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CRUSHING WEIGHT, PULSING silence, and energy charged the air around Aedon as he appeared in the cave where Valxiron’s anchor lay, a sprawl of dark magic that had hidden from the world for millennia. Dimitrius had evanesced the three of them – Aedon, Dimitrius, and Ta’hiir, El’hari’s brother, to the cave, for he was the only one who knew of its hidden location.

Aedon called his magic forth, brimming with it, expecting an attack, for Dimitrius had warned of the cave’s defences, yet... nothing came. The magic here thrummed with power, but it was dormant. Aedon did not let his magic ebb. Did not trust that they were safe.

Aedon and Ta’hiir wrought faelights, sending them high in the small cavern with no entrance or exit. The rough-hewn walls were carved with all manner of markings in an unfamiliar script. Magic swirled through them lazily. There was still power there. The three of them slowly turned to take in the fullness of the cave, all silent, all with magic spilling at their fingertips.

The light caught the corner of a raised structure. A sarcophagus, etched with coppery, metal symbols, that had once held a sleeping body... with Valxiron’s dark soul hidden inside. He could feel the dark magic gnawing corrosively at his own, even though they stood at the far side of the cavern.

Aedon and the wood elf Ta’hiir drifted closer to the tomb, Aedon’s nerves set on edge, for both the males who accompanied him had so recently been his mortal enemies, and trust did not come easily. The heavy stone lid was gone. The magic there was dormant and cold, swirling no longer. The sarcophagus was empty.

“What must we do?” Aedon asked the wood elf.

Ta’hiir prowled around the cavern in silence, glaring, the only sound his feet softly touching the stone, as though the very stone itself would leap at them. “We must find the key. There will be one piece of magic here, older than the rest, tying everything together, much like the centre of a spider’s web. If we destroy that, use magic to burn through it, to scour it from existence, the rest of the magic here will disintegrate around it.”

“And that will be enough?” Dimitrius questioned. “I’ve felt the strength of this place. Like a living being, malevolent and more powerful than I, by far...”

“That power was the Dark One, whose name I shall not utter here. He is gone, and what remains is but a web lying dormant. But no, that might not be enough. We will need to destroy this place utterly.”

Aedon gaped at Ta’hiir. “Bring down the mountain?”

The wood elf nodded, his mouth set in a thin, grim line. “Yes. Timed carefully, we can accomplish that and live to tell the tale.”

Aedon swallowed. “Where do we find the key?”

“We must find the centre of it all.”

They wandered the cavern, exploring all its nooks and crannies. Aedon searched every crevice, tentatively feeling the magic there, but with no success. The magic flowed lazily, or slept under the rock, but no more than that could he discern.

“Here,” called Dimitrius in a low voice. He stood upon the sarcophagus itself, carefully balanced upon the lip, and eyed the stone with narrowed eyes. Aedon felt the self-same suspicion; he would not put it past this place to contain some lingering evil. Ta’hiir already leapt up beside Dimitrius.

“Good work,” Ta’hiir remarked.

Aedon joined them, albeit with a little reluctance, then huffed out a disbelieving laugh. “It was under our feet the whole time.”

“Quite literally,” replied Dimitrius.

Before them, what had been a jumble of random symbols when viewed from the floor became a delicate, spiralling pattern, a maze of symbols, all leading to...

“That one there,” said Ta’hiir quietly, pointing to the one in the very centre of the tangle.

Aedon leapt from the sarcophagus, magic brimming from his hands, his attention fixed upon the symbol so he did not lose it in the maelstrom of marks upon the ground.

“Wait.” Ta’hiir’s sharp command halted him mid-step. “It will probably require our combined strength to destroy it. I’ll see if I can determine what is needed...” He leapt down, eyeing the mark with suspicion as he approached. Dimitrius joined them, and they surrounded the innocuous marking, which appeared as nothing more than a crude gouge in the stone.

Aedon felt Dimitrius’s rising magic beside him, and he called his own powers to the surface, ready, waiting, as Ta’hiir sent a tentative tendril of magic toward the mark

Ta’hiir’s scream pierced the air, making both Aedon and Dimitrius jump. Around them, the cave lit up in a glaring flash of magic that blinded all his senses for a moment, and Aedon felt the shift. No longer dormant, slumbering, decaying. The magic of that place was very much alive and powerful, and it had seized Ta’hiir.

Dimitrius swore, surging toward Ta’hiir as the wood elf shuddered violently and his skin seemed to glow with a red, eerie light.

“Wait!” Aedon grabbed Dimitrius’s arm and pulled him back as Ta’hiir rose into the air before them, the magic of the cave so strong that it burst from his fingertips, eyes, mouth, toes, sending rays of corrupted red light across the cavern. Around them, the markings in the stone glowed molten, until the cave appeared covered in writhing worms of magic. A net of power that seemed to be constricting upon them by the moment.

“I cannot escape this!” Ta’hiir’s voice was ragged as he cried out, and pain laced every word. “Destroy...the mark! I cannot...hold it...much...lon–” His voice was lost once more to howls of agony.

Dimitrius and Aedon shared a glance, filled with helpless indecision, then Aedon called his magic forward. “All our power. Together.”

Dimitrius nodded, and on the count of three, they blasted the mark together. Aedon sank into himself, losing sight of the mortal world as he called his gifts forward, the remnants of his shared bond with his dragon, Valyria. Dragonfire burst from him, scouring the cave and obliterating the mark from the stone together with Dimitrius’s pure, blinding, white light that, for blessed moments, banished the pervasive, corrosive magic gnawing at them from the cavern.

It surged back at them, and Aedon growled with the exertion as he fought to keep the magic flowing, his gaze flicking between the glowing floor and the wood elf floating before them.

Ta’hiir’s wide eyes met his with the first show of emotion other than anger or hate Aedon had seen from him. Fear.

“I cannot escape,” Ta’hiir spoke into his mind haltingly, his gaze boring into Aedon’s.

“No! We... We–”

“Listen, foolish elf!” Ta’hiir growled, his voice laden with frustration and pain. “On my word, give everything you have. Everything. Then get out. I will do the rest.”

Aedon regarded the elf before him, still focusing all his magic on the insidious mark that refused to yield. He could see the tang of the corrupted magic bubbling under Ta’hiir’s skin. He swore. The wood elf was correct. There was no way they could release him from the power holding him.

“Fulfil your oath.” Ta’hiir’s final words sounded more like a threat than a reminder that Aedon had promised to return to Tir-na-Alathea and face Queen Solanaceae’s justice when the battle was done. If they survived it. “Now.”

“Now!” Aedon screamed at Dimitrius as he blasted with everything he had left. Before them, Ta’hiir erupted into blinding light, his screams shaking through them, high-pitched yet low and booming all at once. The cave shuddered, stones dislodging and crashing to the ground in a deadly hail. Both Aedon and Dimitrius were thrown from their feet by the force of the shaking stone beneath them.

As Aedon covered his head, an explosion shook the cave, and he felt a blast of magic rip through him. He leapt to his feet, but Ta’hiir was gone. His own magic was a hollow shell, burned out completely like a dying star. And the mark upon the floor before them was broken.

He stood in silence for a moment before Dimitrius tackled him to the ground just as a giant stalactite smashed into where he had been standing, peppering them with razor-sharp shards of rock that nicked his skin and sliced his clothes.

“The cave is collapsing!”

Aedon realised what Ta’hiir had done with the last of his strength. He had broken the mark and brought down the cave so this place would never again be a haven in any form. And they were trapped within it.

“Can you get us out?!” Aedon shouted above the thundering of breaking stone. Around them, all the glowing marks extinguished, plunging them into total darkness. The mountain shuddered like a living beast about to devour them.

Dimitrius looked at him bleakly. He barely had the energy to sit up. “I... I cannot promise.” His words were hollow with the realisation that they would die there.

Aedon slapped him across the face, hard. “Don’t you dare give up!”

Dimitrius stirred, the fire in his gaze rekindling. He howled as rocks smashed into his leg, crushing his foot and ankle. Nevertheless, even as his face paled with the pain, he reached toward Aedon and grasped his hand, his fingers digging in painfully and desperately, and evanesced them both into nothingness just as the cave collapsed around them.

-
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THEY HAD ESCAPED. AND destroying Valxiron’s hidden magic – the anchor to his power there – had been critical in defeating him in that great battle, during which so many lives had been sacrificed.

Aedon’s thoughts remained with Ta’hiir for a long moment. El’hari’s twin. The wood elf who had hated them – both Ta’hiir and El’hari had despised him – and yet who had surprised Aedon by giving his life for their cause. Even El’hari had risked herself to return to Tir-na-Alathea to alert Solanaceae to Valxiron’s rise and the threat to their realm.

Solanaceae had to know of Valxiron’s stirrings from the memories Aedon had, though unwillingly, shared with Her, for the very feel of his sorcery was so distinct. She had suspected, yes, but now, he had seen it with his own eyes, and that changed everything. I have to get a message to Her. Before it’s too late. Valxiron had laid an anchor of his power outside Tir-na-Alathea to rest dormant, holding his very life force, unbeknownst to the world, until it had, at last, awoken... and driven into the heart of the forest realm to feast upon the life and magic within.

Valxiron would be strong, Aedon knew, perhaps stronger than the last time he had encountered the Dark One, if what Aedon had witnessed on his flight from Lune were anything to go by. Aedon turned away from the bleak, hopeless thought at once. Solanaceae had turned the tide last time. The Queen held no love for Aedon, not after the past they shared, yet he knew She would not turn away from the greater purpose. Nor a fight with Valxiron, when he so wantonly destroyed her protected haven. She will fight to the death for it. Aedon hoped it would not come to that, for Solanaceae was more powerful than any living being he knew... her end would mean the end of them all, he feared.

Aedon’s feet pounded into the snow, numb now with the cold of it having crept through his thin summer boots, bringing him closer to the forest realm. Through the abating snowstorm to the light up ahead. Sunlight.

Before them, green emerged through the grim whiteout, and though the snow heaped against the very edge of the forest, it stopped as though sheared by a knife where the barrier to Tir-na-Alathea stood.

Aedon had never been so relieved to see the Living Forest. To step, hand in hand with Lief, through that border which guarded against darkness. Feel warmth flood through him and over him, almost burning hot against the frigidity of winter in the Pelenori lands beyond.

He heard the wood elves before he saw them, a swell of Song so great and powerful it rose every hair on his body and filled him with such energy he rose on the balls of his feet. They stood in a great arc around the hole in the border that Lief had mended, which grew smaller, one tenuous thread at a time, as the wood elves’ magic directed it to be whole once more.

Lief tugged her hand free of Aedon’s and sprinted to join the end of the arc, joining palms with the elf next to her.

He could not hear her voice as it mingled with the others, but a smile rose unbidden across his face at the sight. Their magic spread to her and moved through her, and as her lips opened to join in their Song, her eyes glowed molten and her braided hair swayed to a wind that was not of that world.

Aedon drank it in, the beauty of her blooming with magic and happiness and the wholesomeness of the wood elves’ power. He stood, gawking, an outsider to the beautiful phenomenon, as even the trees seemed to sway in rhythm with their Song around him; no trace of the blight was left in the immediate area, and the forest returned to wholeness and life once more.

He enjoyed it until the Song faded, the barrier whole once more and the world outside a blur. He had no idea of what time had passed, but evening fell, the sky darkening above the canopy with the last rays of the sun fading beyond. With the ending of the Song, so too ceased his rapture. In flooded a coldness that he had not brought back with him from the Pelenor side of the border, at what he now had to report to Sirvardi

Aedon moved at last. Ploughing straight through the ranks of wood elves towards Sirvardi. He needed to get a message to Solanaceae. Now. The trail of devastation caused by the blight – by the darkness of Valxiron’s awakened anchor – would lead the centime to Lune. There, the real battle would begin, and Aedon did not know if they were enough to see it won.
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Chapter Thirty-Six (The Dragon’s Nest)
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Icarus could feel the strength of the wards ahead of them, humming with power. The Order had strengthened them since the last time he had passed. He supposed they had good reason to. No doubt they know I escaped by now.

The formation of Winged Kingsguard riders had fanned out into several giant arrow shapes, each led by the captain on their point. As the most junior in his outpost, Icarus flew at the outer tip of one flank, with Nikolai and his dragon taking the mirror position opposite to him. They would be last into the fray. Icarus did not mind that; he had no intention of being caught up in the fighting. Finding Vasili was his priority. He fixed his attention upon the pass ahead, through which a seemingly empty valley and lake lay. Waiting for the moment they charged through those wards to reveal the truth of what lay beyond.

-
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TRISTAN BRIMMED WITH nervous energy atop Ycini. Beneath him, the amethyst dragon radiated surety, the calm to his storm. He stroked her neck in wordless thanks. The humming grew until it felt like his very being vibrated with the energy of it – and then it broke.

Crack.

The wards upon the hidden valley shattered with the weight of their passage as the Winged Kingsguard battered through. And with it too broke their own wards, falling away to reveal their full might above the valley. Tristan would have revelled in it... had he not been struck dumb by the sight before him.

Gone was the empty valley. A snow-covered frozen lake. Stunted trees. A barren, lifeless place. With the snapping of the wards, the greatness of the illusion fell away. Life teemed below him – hundreds, thousands, of foot soldiers, busy training on the ice that had seemed deserted moments before. Dragons wheeling in the sky – but not of their own rank. Dragons! And fires burned everywhere – cooking fires, the smell of which rose to them high above, clearing out the chilled purity of the winter air that had carried no such thing moments before.

Tristan swore to behold the very sight of it, and his dragon Ycini growled. The settlement sprawled the entire length of the valley; he could hardly comprehend that it had existed here, clearly for many years, without detection. He tried to hold on to some of the faith that Elyvia’s words had instilled within him, however tentatively.

“I hold enough courage for us both, Tristan,” Ycini said, her tone both gentle with love for him and hard for the fight to come, which she would so eagerly join, “but you must keep your faith. Promise me.”

Tristan swallowed – as the alarm arose below, cries rising to them as bodies surged across the snow into action. Only my choices matter, he told himself again. My past is not my present, is not my future. And he knew his cause, no matter that it scared him. “I will choose, as I have chosen every day since I escaped this Order, to face them wholeheartedly.”

Tristan’s roar of defiance joined Ycini’s own as they tumbled from the ashen sky with the rest of the Winged Kingsguard to rein fire and hell upon the Order of Valxiron clamouring below.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven (The Hidden Valley)
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The moment Vasili’s hand touched the wooden casket, the world seemed to fall away. Gone was the darkness of the chapel, barely held back by the candles. Instead, white light blinded him. Sounds, sights – all blurred and beyond his senses, as though from beyond a veil – assailed him.

All that anchored him was the touch of that smooth wood, so unlike the biting roughness of the chapel door, for the rest of his being seemed to have no corporeal form and floated, light as the wind, weightless and inconsequential, as though Vasili had no body at all, save for that hand connecting him to the living world.

It took all he had, but Vasili wrenched his hand away. He crumpled to the floor as the flow to that magic ceased at once. His senses returned, his form, and the surroundings of that dark, dingy chapel. The stone floor bit into his knees – a welcome reminder of the real world, and his palms pressed against it too, but he did not push himself back to his feet.

Instead, he knelt there, head bowed, gasping. Trying to process what he had just witnessed – an out-of-body experience of some sorts. Engulfed by powerful magic that had come from the relic above him upon the altar.

Time seemed to stand still with the weight of the discovery. He had kept his senses open, wanting to learn what he could, see anything that could be useful to the Winged Kingsguard, upon the faint hope that he would escape... but he had not expected to discover what lay before him there.

Most of him remained horrified in that moment of unexpected surprise, yet a small tendril of elation slipped through at what he had uncovered and the difference it could make to their cause, knowing this one key snippet about what the Order possessed and the rhetoric they followed.

Morrigan scoffed above him, but he did not hear her words, though the ridiculing tone registered. No doubt she thought him weak, overcome by some inadequacy, but for once, he did not care, nor fear her punishment, still trying to clutch at the fast-fading memories and sensations of the strange experience he had just had.

It felt ancient, he thought, slow and faded, and yet... It held great power too. But... it did not feel malign.  Certainly nothing like Morrigan and the poisonous nature of everything he knew of the Order. No, this magic felt pure and wholesome. Could it really be Erendriel? What does that mean? Was Erendriel good or evil? Was Valxiron good or evil? Was Vasili’s own life a lie? Was Morrigan’s? Perhaps they both lived a lie that had been sold to them a lifetime over. He desperately questioned himself, but, as he threw the questions out, no answers returned to explain.

Vasili cleared his throat. “D-did you see that too?” It was another desperate question – and one perhaps foolishly asked of his enemy, he realised too late, once the words had already slipped free. “I, uh, I mean...” He hastily tried to backtrack, but it was too late.

Morrigan dropped to the floor beside him, and her cool fingers were iron as they grasped his chin, yanking his face to meet her gaze. “What did you see?” she asked breathily, those embers in her eyes flickering with excitement at the realisation that he had seen something she had not.

“N-nothing,” he said, but she gripped him by the front of his tunic and hauled him to his feet with ungodly strength that ought to have been beyond the power in her skeletal frame.

“What did you see?” she hissed maniacally at him, her face so close to his that her breath was hot upon his cheek. “Did you receive a sign from our Lord? A vision? What did you see?”

“I- I’m not sure,” Vasili answered, his mind racing at how he could explain what had happened without her understanding what had truly passed, for he did not understand it himself, but he wanted her to know of it even less.

“Then show me!” she demanded as excitement crossed her face, a heady giddiness that unnerved him more than anything, for it was so far removed from the closed, severe hate she normally reserved for him.

“I... It...” Vasili stammered, trying and failing to find anything to stave off her attention. “It was nothing,” he finished lamely. “The fasting. I blacked out for a mo—”

“Liar!” Morrigan threw him bodily to the floor, and Vasili clutched desperately at the pews to save himself falling hard and winding himself upon the stone. Even so, the corner of the pew jabbed into him, and he gasped for breath as he righted himself onto one knee, glaring up at her and baring his teeth as she stormed across the space to him – a few short sharp strides. He pushed himself to his feet before she could unceremoniously haul him again.

But then she halted. Morrigan looked behind him, at the door of the chapel, her attention sharpening on the sound that boomed down the echoing halls.

Boom. Boom. Boom.

Deep and sonorous, it sounded as though the entire mountain reverberated with it.

Morrigan’s face paled – those pink, excited cheeks fading, her eyes widening – and fear tingled through Vasili.

She sprang past him. “We’re under attack! Come with me, now!”

Her tone heeded no argument, and he lurched after her, closing the gap between them as she grabbed her twin blades that she had somehow, unnoticed, stashed at the back of the chapel. Sprinting up the dark hallways, he could barely hear their crashing footsteps over the roaring in his own ears.

Under attack? What did that mean? By whom? Were they in danger? He barely dared even consider the possibility that his own people had returned to save him – so faint a hope was it and so disturbed as he was by what he had seen in that casket and witnessed in the chapel. Was he ready to face his own people, being no longer sure who they were?

Vasili followed Morrigan dutifully as she dashed into an underground chamber stacked to the brim with a mishmash of weapons that bristled from stands and buckets and shelves. Judging by the crowd they found there, plenty of others had had the same thought to arm themselves. This must be the armoury, Vasili surmised as Morrigan shoved a reinforced leather shirt at him that was overly large but would have to do, followed closely by a blade – too long and heavy for him – and a dagger, whose handle had been patched and repaired too many times to count and was rough and uncomfortably uneven in his hand. Vasili juggled it all as he followed Morrigan through the push of bodies – the clamour of shouted conversations overcoming even the booming that still reverberated through the mountain.

“Dragon riders!”

“Attacking now, make haste, come—”

“They’re blazing down the—”

Vasili flooded with energy at the snippets he caught as he passed Order members left and right and chased after Morrigan as she snatched up what armour she needed to reinforce her leathers. And then they were out and racing up the hallways, joining the flood of bodies that ran with them to battle, as though they were a tide. A tide that Vasili hoped would not sweep away the Winged Kingsguard, if what he had heard were true.

Still, he dared not believe it. Dared not believe, as the cold air rushed against his face and they broke out of the mountain and into the valley, that before him, he might behold the Winged Kingsguard in all their glory, come to defeat the Order and maybe, if he were lucky, rescue him from Morrigan and the Order’s clutches.

Dragons blotted out the sky. No natural light was there from the sparse winter sun.  The valley lit up red and gold, bathed by the fire of the dragons above. Already, the woods in the valley blazed, ringing the valley in a fiery crown, and what ramshackle wooden buildings there were had already been blasted and battered to piles of smouldering ruins. 

Hope soared in Vasili’s heart, for they were unmistakable; even if he could not see their scarlet cloaks streaming proudly, no others had so many dragons in their numbers. At last, Vasili dared to let that hope bubble and relief soar within him as he sent out his senses into the valley beyond, searching for a hint of his partner. Had Icarus come? Had Icarus survived?
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Chapter Thirty-Eight (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Night came to the living forest, and with it, so too did the dead.

It was the silence that alerted them first – the centime preparing for slumber, with a light watch. In the restored section of the forest, life had returned, a gentle hum of insects, a rustle of small creatures, the occasional trill of birdsong, as if the forest began to reclaim itself from the blight that had tainted it.

Yet the crescendo that had been the dusk chorus drained away to nothing until the air was so still – not even a slight breeze to sway a leaf out of place – that instinctively, it set them all on edge.

“What is it?” Aedon murmured, frowning.

Lief sat on the bedroll next to his, poised and stiff – frozen like the rest of her people by that fleeting sense of wrong.

“Lief?”

“Something’s not right,” she murmured, that niggle teasing at her. Her senses reached out into the night, finding nothing. No threat, but nothing else either. Foreboding gnawed at her. It was just like this when...

At that moment, the alert came, a low whisper that chased across the centime, and then a flurry of motion as elves leaped to their feet, belting on armour and weapons and readying themselves at once. At the back of the camp, the message reached Kinear’s cinq – and Aedon and Lief with it – last of all.

“The dead are coming. They’re here!”

Kinear cursed. “Our magic must have attracted them. The Singing. They feed on life and magic; we might as well have sent a damn invitation. Up, everyone, now!” He was already on his feet, stringing his bow, loading his quiver with as many arrows as would fit, the rest in a pile by his pack, in which he had carried them from Emuir.

Aedon swore next to her and blurred into motion, but Lief froze, the very breath pummelled from her for a moment as she was plunged, viscerally, into the memories of what had passed the last time she had encountered the dead and yet animated corpses of the elves of Lune – the elves she had once lived, feasted, patrolled with. Not to mention Finarvon. It had eaten away at her the closer they had come. That he might be here. That she might yet meet him. No longer living.

Suddenly, the dark forest seemed like a brooding threat, not the haven she knew. Dark trees loomed overhead, shadows yawning and pooling between them, and the clouded sky above offering no light to aid them – or negate her fears. She twitched, glancing from one void to the next, half-expecting the undead to leap onto her at any moment. Those cold hands. Dark eyes. Fetid breath and sharp teeth...

She jumped as Aedon grasped her arms. “Lief, are you all right?”

“N-no,” she whispered, gazing at him wide-eyed in horror.

“Listen to me,” he said, his voice low, urgent, and reassuring. “It’s going to be all right. We knew this was coming. Perhaps better that they come to us – that we don’t have to go there. You don’t have to see that place again.” He meant Lune, that she would not have to see what had been her home – or the closest thing she had to call a home – destroyed by the darkness of Valxiron’s anchor and the blight it had brought.

“How? How do we do this?” Lief replied. The rest of the cinq moved around them, but the two of them were still.

Aedon smiled at her, and her shaking slowed at the reassuring warmth in his eyes. How is he so calm? Does he not remember what they’re like? What they’re capable of? For a moment, she could feel the sting of that bite again, the burn as that slow poison spread through her body.

“One at a time, Lief. One at a time. Stay with me, all right? We stay with the cinq, we have each other’s backs, and we’ll get through this.”

“Get moving!” Kinear snapped at them, the rest of the cinq ready and waiting.

Aedon gave Lief’s hand a light squeeze, and they hurried to be ready too. The rest of the centime stood with them, utterly still, as though they were silent sentinels of the forest. Waiting.

The furthest of the wood elves slid into motion, fanning out into a line as Aedon and Lief joined the cinqs at the back, moving forward to bolster the ranks, until they spread out in an arc against the forest’s border. Beside them, Kinear wore his stern mask, not a flicker of emotion betrayed, an arrow already loosely nocked to his bow, and surrounding them, the spear, staff, sword, and twin knives of the other cinq members.

As Lief stood behind two motionless wood elves, their blades unsheathed and ready, Sirvardi’s order came.

“They’re here. Hold the line. On my word!”

Lief glanced between the shoulders of the elves before her – and almost wished she had not. For, unmistakable even in the darkness, pale forms loomed. White faces stark against the shadows, drained of blood... their black eyes, framed by spidering black veins, a void against their skin. Awkwardly they shambled, their gait stumbling and off, but at the sight of their prey before them, the centime of wood elves, incandescent with light and magic irresistible, they sped up.

A squeak involuntarily left Lief’s mouth at the sight of them. And she thanked the skies above and the roots below that it was so dark she could not discern any features. Could not recognise a single one of them. It both fascinated and repelled her. Even on the still air, their stench preceded them, and she resisted the urge to vomit, clamping down on swooping nausea.

She chanced a glance behind her – her spine crawling with fearful chills – but the empty forest and the blur of the winter lands beyond was all that stood there, a silent watchful presence. No threats. Yet, on high alert... she would take no chances. She did not want to find herself in their clutches again. Not after the last time. Filled with nervous energy, her very body singing with tension and taut as Kinear’s bow, she shook at the prospect. At the desperation within her to avoid that.

The dead of Lune hissed – a squelching, rasping, unintelligible sound – in delight at the feast that awaited them, and their pace increased until they leapt over fallen logs and shrubbery with uncanny agility that belied their earlier clumsiness, as though something within them, some control over them, had tightened. Focused.

The dead were almost upon them.

“Light!” barked Sirvardi.

As one, faelight erupted from the centime, blinding them all for a moment as they adjusted from the almost dark. Up and outwards soared the light, until it bathed the whole area with warmth. The dead shrieked and hissed, falling back. They shrank away from the light, curling into the earth, into themselves, to escape it – but it did not cow them.

When they rose again, crawling forward on all fours, scrambling over the plants and roots on the forest floor, everything they touched blackening, Lief could see the gleam in their dark eyes locked upon the wood elves. That hungry glint was reflected in all of their dark eyes as more came. Two centimes had been stationed at Lune, and she would bet every one of them stood before her now. They were outnumbered two to one. And Lief had seen first-hand how difficult it was to make the dead truly die.

Lief gripped her bow tightly, checking her dagger was within easy reach at her belt with her free hand, and nocked an arrow to her string, ready to draw and shoot between the gap in the line of elves before her. At the first thing that drew close enough to warrant it. She had a limited number of arrows, and she did not want to waste a single one of them. Beside her, Aedon gripped the scimitar he had chosen in Emuir, his stance casual to the fleeting observer, but she could see the tension coiled within him. The readiness to strike as soon as he needed to.

“Hold the line,” Sirvardi warned as the dead shambled closer, so thickly grouped that it seemed their own centime would buckle under the weight of numbers. “Archers, shoot at will!”

Lief gulped in a great breath and pivoted on her front foot, planting her back foot firmly behind her. She raised the bow, pulled the string back to her cheek, and sighted her mark. Forced herself to take a calming breath, and another. The last, she held, poised in the moment of stillness, gazing into those terrible black eyes. And then she loosed the arrow.

A sickly, squelching crunch. It embedded in the eye socket of an undead elf, who tumbled back, clawing at its face and screaming.

Lief grinned triumphantly as the crescendo grew around her from her fellow archers’ arrows finding their marks. She shot again, and a third arrow, the energy of her fear transformed into a preservative fighting spirit.

And then, the first undead elf rose. With a snap that cut to her, it broke the arrow that she had lodged in its eye, the tip still embedded. Black dripped from the wound. Black blood, like the blood possessed by the blighted elves she had already seen.

Aedon cursed beside her. And the front line leaped into action as the dead met the living. He went with the wave too, his curved blade flashing in the faelight as it rose and fell with dozens of other blades upon the undead horde before them, who fought with tooth and nail – and brutally savage strength. No weapons had they, and yet the first Emuir elf fell, mauled by a horde who dragged him from the front line, overpowered him by sheer weight of number, his screams suffocated as they...

Lief did not look. Could not look. She shot arrow after arrow until her quiver was empty, and then her dagger was the only defence remaining to her. A paltry thing to what they faced. She flung her bow aside and raced to a fallen blade that lay discarded amongst the trampled ground. Black blood coated it, cold and sticky. She wiped it hastily on her tunic, gripping the almost-dry handle, and looked up.

Around her, the line of the centime had broken and thinned. Pockets of fighting tugged to and fro across the forest.

And then she saw him.

Wreaking death and devastation upon the centime.

Dark and terrible, his face contorted by savage revelry as he tore into elf after elf, their blood streaming from his clawed fingers.

Finarvon.

Her Finarvon.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Finarvon was unmistakable. Despite his terrible form... Lief would have known him anywhere.

His long hair was lank and dark now, stained with... She did not want to imagine. He was peppered with cuts that slashed his clothes and his skin, the wounds glistening as though they did not bleed yet would not heal. His once warm lips were black, his proud nose broken, and his eyes... Gone was the Fin she had known and loved; those pools of inky blackness belonged to no elf she knew.

He moved, faster than she could predict, launching himself into a knot of elves at the edge of the fight. Instinctively, Lief sprang after him – her body reacting in protectiveness for him, despite what he had done, and despite what he had become, before her conscious thought caught up with her body’s reaction.

Was it protectiveness? She wondered fleetingly. This dogged determination drove her, this need to see him, face him, and she did not know why. What would it accomplish, even if he were the Fin she had known?

A roar – her own, she realised – erupted as she joined the fray. Lief had never trained with the sword to any degree of proficiency more than the basics, her skill being archery, but faced with death diving for her with outstretched arms and an open, dark maw, she did not hesitate. Swiping and stabbing, slicing and darting out of the way, until she did not know which way led back to the border and which led to the heart of the forest, Lief’s sword became an extension of her arm.

All too soon, the weight of the blade – unfamiliar to her – dragged her down, and her chest heaved with exhaustion. She gritted her teeth, diving deeper into herself for more energy. Around her, the light was dimming. Dimming, one faelight at a time, for each elf who had been killed from the centime. As she retreated for a respite – of a single breath and no more – a cry gurgled to her side, and above her, another faelight extinguished.

The knot she had been in just minutes ago, of heaving bodies both living and dead, pressing forwards and backwards in a deathly dance, had shrunk too. Before her, the last wood elf beside her took down the penultimate dead elf, hacking off limbs to stop the beast from rising yet again. With a sweeping blow and a ragged cry, he took the undead elf’s head clean off – and Finarvon gutted him with his bare hands, sweeping out entrails from the wood elf’s unprotected belly with one savage blow beyond what any living elf ought to have been able to do.

The wood elf’s victory cry gurgled into surprise, pain, and then... nothing as he crumpled to the ground, a ragged heap that had just moments ago stood proudly shoulder to shoulder with her, alive and fighting.

Lief clamped down on the cry inside her as fear once more cut through the rush of self-preservation, but it escaped nonetheless.

And Finarvon’s attention snapped to her, that baleful, deadly intent written upon his blood-smeared face as he sank into a swaying crouch, ready to attack.

Lief suddenly realised how very alone she was in the darkening forest. And how very foolish she had been to pursue him.

~
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ON THE BACK LINE OF the centime, Aedon relished the swing of the blade in his hand, but he was wildly out of practice and no longer used to the unfamiliar weight of a blade. It tugged awkwardly at his shoulders and torso, and soon he ached with it. But he did not falter. Hacking and slashing at anything dead that stood before him – or rose again – Aedon killed what already ought to have been dead.

“Hack off their limbs, their heads!” he screamed desperately to those around him as a knot of the undead rose anew. Just as the forest had once torn apart an undead elf before him, limb from limb, he could see now that it was the only way to make certain they did not rise again. He longed to break free his fire, and yet... Forbidden by the forest, he could only do so if there were no other option. Besides which... Aedon knew he did not have the strength to take down almost two hundred undead elven warriors. It would be suicidal, and even his best effort would not be enough to see them all ended, as much as he wanted to try, to scour them from the face of Altarea once and for all.

He dove on an undead elf that struggled to rise, holding it down – all the while avoiding its nasty, sharp teeth, already stained red with wood elf blood, and scrabbling hands that desperately reached for any part of him to find a killing blow or pull him in close to crush him.  Still, the dead rose around him, the centime struggling to hold back the tide.

“Will they not die!?” an elf screeched beside him in frustration and despair as he stabbed at the foe under them, fruitlessly. It continued to writhe, straining with no diminished strength at their attack, until at last, its legs and head were removed. It stilled at once, its black blood oozing slowly and lazily into the ground beneath it. Hissing as it touched the greenery there. Soaking into the soil. Poisoning it.

Around them, the forest groaned, feeling the wood elves’ collective pain, their fear, and the darkness upon the forest – and yet it did not come to their aid. So far away from the heart of Tir-na-Alathea’s power in Emuir, so close to the borders with Pelenor, the living forest’s power waned. The dhiran, the living trees, thereabouts were slumbering, slower and smaller than their Emuir brethren. He could feel the earth heaving beneath their feet as roots slowly, painfully writhed through the soil, trying to break free. Too slow, Aedon knew.

There came a brief reprieve of calm before a new foe lumbered towards them. Lief! Where is she?

His already straining heart thundered up another notch as he realised she was nowhere to be seen. She was right beside me!

Roots poked up beneath his feet, and Aedon stumbled to one side with a cry, glancing down to see vines snaking from the earth to bind the dead thing the roots had slain. More and more vines emerged, writhing across the corpse until it was constrained from all directions. Cries from around him told him that the forest had, at last, awoken enough to help them repel the blighted elves.

With renewed vigour, the elves reformed the line and charged again – this time aided by the forest. Trees bent at impossible angles to corral the undead elves. Branches attacked them from above, clubbing them to the ground or sending them sailing through the air. Roots rose with giant crunching, ripping sounds from the earth as they tore free to crush undead elves under them by force of weight or lash them.

And somehow, it felt like the tide had turned; they did not prevail, but they were no longer losing so badly that all hope was forsaken. Now, it felt as though they could win, would win with the help of the forest, for those trees were slow but inexorable in their crushing defeat of the undead, one by one.

A rumble jarred the earth, shaking them all, and a great pulse of energy squeezed Aedon’s head, as though pressing an instantaneous migraine upon him. And then it passed. But around him, the battle seemed to stop. As though everyone – living and dead – felt it.

Black smoke appeared from nowhere, growing on the wind, rising up from the undead of Lune – those still standing, and those lying battered, broken, and in pieces upon the forest floor.

Another rumble, and the forest shook again. This time, the forest screeched back, a grinding, creaking moan of immeasurable suffering.

And around them, the dead of Lune stood anew. Any that could rise once more from the dead did so, despite missing limbs, legs, and parts; only those without heads did not rise. Worse still, with sickly silence, so too stirred the Emuir wood elves’ dead. The dark smoke drifted to them, forcing itself into their open mouths, their eyes, through their very skin. One by one, it raised them from the dead.

Around him, elves cried out in horror as their former comrades lumbered to their feet, their wounds now dripping black, their eyes dark, and spidering, obsidian veins spreading across their paling visages as the blight took them too.

What fresh hell is this? Aedon gaped, darting out of reach of an elf who, until mere minutes ago, had been his comrade.

They had arrived to face the dead of Lune. Now they were to be overwhelmed by their own.

The remaining living elves retreated into a knot, surrounded by an onslaught of the dead.

And Aedon could see Lief nowhere.
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Chapter Forty (The Hidden Valley)

[image: image]


Pushed along in the ranks of the Order of Valxiron, Vasili followed Morrigan, his attention only half on his surroundings, the other half searching the skies above as they formed lines and ranks and commenced their defence, peppering the riders flying high above with arrows and slingshots reinforced with stinging magical attacks. It kept the dragons at bay – to a point.

There was hardly time to stand and wait, for the assault came at them regardless. Caught unawares, the ranks of the Order of Valxiron were tightly wound with tension – defiance and fear mingling. And, as Vasili looked around those standing with him, none of whom he recognised, his heart tremored in uncertain feeling towards them.

When he had arrived in the hidden valley, each and every one of them had been an enemy. Evil through and through. Now, he saw them for what they were. Those who made up the sweat and blood of the Order of Valxiron were nothing more than ordinary elves and men who had been turned, corrupted, and misused. Misled down a dark path by those at the head of their Order... Morrigan included on both counts. The innocent and the guilty – one corrupted from birth to become amongst the worst of them all. One who would die for the lies they had been told. As perhaps you will, an insidious thought teased him. For who knew what was lie or truth in what he had been raised to believe?

Either way, Vasili knew that not all those he stood with would survive to see that day’s end. And he pitied them for it – that they would die for a cause that never truly cared for them. Do they deserve to die? The pang in his heart told him that no, perhaps they did not – at the very least, they did not deserve to suffer the wickedness of the grandmasters of the Order of Valxiron.

Vasili hated the uncertainty brewing within him, filling him with nervous energy, not the conviction of his side in battle. Suddenly, no amount of magic, nor blade, nor prowess in training seemed to be sufficient for what he faced – his first battle. His hand shifted upon the handle of his blade; it felt awkward and clumsy, like he had forgotten how to hold it, despite years of training with all manner of weaponry. Will I die, too? One of them, cloaked in black, an unnamed body in their masses, Vasili was just another being to live or die, it felt, in tides of fate far greater than himself.

When he looked into the sky, he saw what all foes of the Winged Kingsguard must have seen before their doom. Death and fire upon swift wings. The ranks of dragons spread in arrow shapes through the sky, soaring in formation, swooping to attack with great walls of fire and sweeping away. Those walls of fire sent waves of heat across the valley, warming even Vasili’s frozen nose as the hot air passed.

Now he understood why they were so feared, these ranks of dragons and elves. Magic, fire, and blade – a deadly combination. One that those in the valley, poorly nourished, half-trained, and desperate, would struggle to survive.

The roaring intensified around the valley, echoing from the rocks jarringly, from the charging forces upon the ground who ebbed and flowed and the dragons who deafened them with each passing blast. Vasili remained in the Order’s midst, firing off half-hearted attacks at the sky above that always missed their intended target, unlike Morrigan’s, whose always hit home with devastating consequences. More than one dragon had screeched at her attack and limped away through the skies, wheeling out of the front lines with scorched and blasted wings from her powerful and carefully targeted retaliation. It froze Vasili amongst the Order’s ranks as those without bow and arrows waited – waited for their doom to inexorably arrive.

When the Order’s arrows ran out, the assault strengthened anew. Closer pushed the dragons of the Winged Kingsguard at the Order of Valxiron, who now strung out at the edges of the lake – for that too had been carved up by fire. No longer was it the perfect fighting ground, but instead a treacherous maze of jagged icebergs floating on deathly cold waters that were safe for no one to navigate.

Down blazed fire and magic from the riders on high. Away they swept the Order, in great swathes of fire and magical assaults, and though the dragons of the Order had at last been released to retaliate, the stunted, starved, and inexperienced specimens were too few to overcome the well-trained, strong ranks of the Winged Kingsguard dragons. Vasili had no time to marvel at the assault, at the deathly beauty of the dragons that glittered in the reflection of their own infernos, at the magnificence of the elven riders atop them who blazed with power and righteous glory, at the dance of death and magic they wrought upon that blasted valley. For he too found himself at their mercy. Exactly as he had feared.

Vasili realised too late he was in the direct path of the assault. He dived aside into a bank of snow between the sparse trees remaining, but even so, the roiling heat of a passing swathe of dragon fire caught his cloak. It ignited at once, the rough wool catching like the driest tinder. His fingers clutched at the fabric, scrabbled for purchase, as the flames licked. Vasili ripped the cloak free. Hurled it away. Breathing heavily, he leapt to his feet once more as the chilly air bit into his exposed neck.

It was chaos around him – a great path of snow melted, all the bracken and undergrowth incinerated, and the few trees there flaming totems into the smoky sky. Bodies lay in the snow, and those still living fled in every direction, their ranks shattered. Vasili coughed as a blast of smoky air punched at him from dragon’s wings flapping high in the maelstrom above.

And then he felt it.

It was not a faint tendril – the last he had felt of his dearest companion – of that second soul who shared his mind, his body, and his every waking thought. No, this was a battering ram of feelings – desperation, hope, terror. It filled the void within him that had been so empty for weeks now, and the loss of which he had felt like a visceral blow to his chest, and Vasili stumbled from the overwhelming rush of it, bracing himself on a rock so he did not fall.

“Icarus!” Vasili shouted mentally, filled with fresh vigour.

The roar that cut through all others in the sky was joyous to hear, and Vasili’s legs almost gave way with the sheer relief that Icarus had survived, and not only that, that Icarus had returned for him, despite all the odds.

He looked up, but through the ragged smoke that cloaked the skies, the flashing magic, and the cutting wings that soared above, through columns of cloud and smoke, he could not see his companion.

Under the banners of the Order of Valxiron, Vasili was trapped, unless he could somehow break his cover and join the Winged Kingsguard without being killed by them before he could make his identity known. Without being killed by the Order of Valxiron for fleeing their ranks.

The valley was aflame before him through columns of smoke and ash. The screams of the dead and dying and the roar of battle overwhelmed him for a moment, smothering out that feeling of Icarus’s presence, somewhere so near but beyond his sight.

Desperately, he wheeled around. It was an all-out rout. The Order streamed steadily from the field of battle, for they could not hope to defend upon foot against the dragons above, few of whose number had fallen. Filled with despair, Vasili knew that many more of their number – potentially innocents who had been indoctrinated into the Order’s ranks – would die in the retreat and that there was nothing he could do to save any of them.

Morrigan still faced them, almost alone as her company deserted her. Vasili swore and forged his way towards her on a rocky outcrop, utterly exposed and vulnerable to attack, and death, from above. Somehow, despite how hateful she had been, despite how vehemently cruel her intent towards him, he had seen something in her that his soul could not, in good conscience, leave. A glimmer of the person she could have been, without the Order’s malign influence.

“Retreat, Lady Morrigan! They called the retreat!”

He should not have dallied, and he knew it, but he could not leave her to die there.

She turned to him with a snarl, her fist blazing with magic. “I will not turn tail like the rest of these cowards!”

“You will die if you do not!”

“Then I will die!” And with that, she turned away from him and hurled the ball of lashing, crackling magic into the sky, where it caught the wingtip of a dragon far above, who deafened them all with a keening shriek as the magic blasted through its wing, raining a boiling hail of blood down upon them.

“Damn it all!” Vasili cursed and sprinted towards her, clambering up the rocks. He dared to grab her arm just as she prepared to hurl another assault at a dragoon who wheeled too low, too close, distracted by picking off easier targets. “Come with me!” he begged her desperately. “They will rescue me – come too. You will be safe with me, I promise.” He could not save them all, but perhaps he could save one. Perhaps her. Even though she was, arguably, one of the worst of them all, he could not drop the faint but burning hope that she was not beyond salvation.

She turned to him, her eyes widening and her snarl reforming. “You traitor! You swore the blood oath!”

“I was never one of you.” And, even though Vasili was not quite sure who he was – the stories of his upbringing shaping his truth which had been lost in the chapel under the mountain – he knew that he did not belong in this gods-forsaken place with the Order of Valxiron. “Please. Come with me.” And once more, he called into the void for Icarus, connecting for a split second with his dragon in the maelstrom.

He gasped at the shock of it firing through him like lightning. In that single moment, all senses fell away, and the battlefield disappeared. Icarus was there, far above, at the opposite end of the valley. And now they had sensed each other so keenly, he felt Icarus’s attention home in with eagle-like precision as his dragon turned in the sky to come to him.

In his distraction, Morrigan struck.

Into smoke and wind she folded, her arm simply melting from his grasp. Then, before he could perceive that she had gone, search for her, a blow to the back of the neck floored him. Vasili hit the stone, hard, his face hanging off the edge of the outcrop.

Vasili rolled onto his back.

Her boot pressed down into his neck. Through the stars dancing across his vision, he could see the hatred and disgust warring on her face. “You lying, treacherous, deceitful, cowardly piece of scum. I’m going to carve you into pieces.”

He knew that she had seen him for what he was, what she had probably suspected all along but not had the authority to pursue, given his uncles’ protection. And now, he knew that whatever they may have said, it would not save him, even had they been inclined to try. For Morrigan would stop at nothing until she had broken him piece by piece.

It seemed Morrigan had momentarily forgotten the battle in her ire. However, to their good fortune, the maelstrom had moved on past them to the fleeing ranks being chased back into the mountain citadel – the only place they would be safe from aerial assault. She crushed the boot down even more, and Vasili choked as he tried to breathe, desperately pulling his head further back over the precipice to try to find any space around that hard, unyielding sole.

With slow relish, she drew the twin blades strapped across her back, and at last, that boot lifted from his neck so she could bend to strike him. Vasili threw himself to one side, avoiding her blade, which clanged into the stone where he had been a moment before. But then Morrigan was atop him once more, kicking him in the back, and gut, and – most underhanded – between his legs.

Vasili curled into a cursing ball upon the ground, blinded by the pain of it. Unable to think with any clarity, he sent an indiscriminate blast of magic outwards. He heard her gasp as it battered her, and the sharp jabs ceased. He uncurled, groaning, his movements too slow as he rolled onto all fours and pushed up to a knee. Morrigan had already recovered, now striding at him with those twin blades raised, the steel glowing fire hot and charged with lightning-like magic.

Vasili sent a charged blast at her once more, streaming from his outstretched palms. Morrigan simply vanished onto smoke and wind. Vasili turned on instinct built from experience. He dropped to the ground once more, tucking and rolling, and the blade sailed overhead as she reappeared behind him and struck. Vasili leapt to his feet, almost overbalancing on the rough stone and sailing over the edge of the outcrop, but a gust of wind seemed to prop him upright.

He turned and cried out at the dragon who plummeted towards him, wings outstretched. Dull in the darkening smoky light, but green, unmistakable. Jaw open, roaring ownership of him. Claws reaching down to pluck him from harm’s way. Icarus.

It overwhelmed Vasili in that moment – the rush of relief, love, and awe at his companion. But Morrigan was not done yet. A blast at Icarus himself, and both of them roared as one at her as the dragon swept her hit aside with his tail – taking the damage there, rather than his precious membranous wings. Vasili turned to Morrigan, his defiance and flagging energy bolstered by the dragon’s presence, but Icarus was faster.

Out darted his jaw to snap her. Morrigan was faster still. Into smoke and wind she disappeared... but she was not fast enough to outwit Icarus and Vasili, who had been paired, working in synchronicity for years already.

Icarus’s tail smashed into her chest as she re-emerged at the other side of the outcrop – the only place she could alight, for the dragon and Vasili took up the opposing corner. Morrigan went down and stayed there, pinned by the weight of Icarus’s tail. Vasili did not take pleasure in it – unlike Icarus, who roared his grim pleasure at defending his companion and made to end her as she lay, stunned upon the stone.

“No!” Vasili threw his arm before Icarus, and, though his body was no barrier to the dragon that hulked behind him, his claws crunching the solid stone to pebbles, Icarus halted. Vasili turned to him, a wild glint in his eye. “I know you don’t understand, but you can’t. We have to take her alive. I won’t kill her. I won’t let you kill her.”

Icarus opened his jaw in a silent hiss, his giant eye gleaming as he beheld Vasili unflinchingly. Vasili knew what he asked – for his dragon to trust, on the strength of his own word, despite the threat of Morrigan that was so clear to them both.

“Please,” Vasili whispered.

Icarus huffed and nodded. “I missed you.”

Something in Vasili nearly cracked in that as the dam inside him, where he had stored all his hope, love, faith, and vulnerability, threatened to burst. Being in Icarus’s presence after so long devoid of him was akin to bathing in the summer sun’s glow atop a mountain, unfiltered by the skies. Like drinking a fill after a drought. Like eating a feast after starvation. “I missed you too,” he said thickly. “Come on.” But he could not break – not yet. They could still die, as the battle raged about them. But Vasili no longer paid heed to that as the Winged Kingsguard routed the Order into the mountain. They had work to do.

He glanced at Morrigan once more. “Will you come with me? I can save you.”

“Never!” She spat a gob of bloody spit at him, and a choice curse. Vasili gritted his teeth. Damned stubborn woman! Though he could not be furious with her for staying true to herself – more that it made his life so difficult. “Then, I’m afraid, you leave me no choice,” he said coldly. He refused to strike her down – no matter that she would have happily murdered him – and there was only one way he could see that would leave her neutralised and safe.

“Vasili...” Icarus had seen his thoughts. A warning.

“Trust me,” Vasili ground out.

Icarus huffed again but did not protest as Vasili stunned her with magic.

The light left her eyes, and Morrigan slumped under Icarus’s tail, stilled. Icarus slowly lifted his tail away, glaring at her with all his attention, as though she had deceived them and would spring to life at any minute. But she did not move. Not as Icarus’s tail lifted clean away. Not as Vasili tore strips of her own cloak to bind her and laid her across Icarus’s back. Not as he set thick magic over her to stop her from waking or fighting.

He felt guilt for every time he touched her, knowing she would hate him, even as he made sure she would not fall, that she lay atop Icarus’s back in the greatest semblance of comfort, as he healed the superficial grazes he could see upon her from the debris that had flown in the midst of battle.

Vasili looked at Morrigan – now a pitiful, small form upon the dragon who outsized the both of them. She looked so pale and frail, and her slack face, devoid of its usual raging emotions, unnerved him. He had damaged anything they had created, any fragile shard of trust or understanding. She would never forgive him this, he knew, and yet he could not regret it.

This is the only way, save death, to try to undo the damage that this Order has done to her. Will she ever repent?

Doubt surged strongly through Vasili, but he had to push it away, alongside the guilt he felt at taking control of Morrigan’s life – even if he felt it was for her own good. She would never agree to that, and he hated himself somewhat for it, even if it was to save her.

No one is beyond redemption, he vowed. Not even her, he hoped. At the very least, he would give it his all to show her the truth of the world he knew outside that hateful, barren valley filled with spite and suffering. He did not dare to think what would happen if he failed. The Morrigan he knew would die to keep her cause.
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Chapter Forty-One (The Hidden Valley)
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The battle ended with the vanishing of the Order into the mountain stronghold, and, with evening approaching and a guard set to keep them under siege, the riders had retreated to the far side of the valley – which remained unstained by death and battle. Icarus had followed them, with Vasili clinging desperately to the spikes on his back in lack of a saddle and Morrigan to make certain she did not slide off and fall to her doom. They had flown in silence, it would appear to anyone else, but their mental communication raged as they shared memories of their time apart. Vasili was exhausted – at last, he had found safety and given up fighting to survive. Knowing he was safe with Icarus, he rested his cheek against the dragon’s warm neck and his eyes slipped shut in relief at the familiar and much missed sensation. His dragon’s adventure seemed as terrifying as his own – fleeing that behemoth of a dragon intent on destroying him. Vasili’s relief lapped against Icarus’s own, both gladdened their partner had survived.

Icarus came in to land slowly, careful of the unsecured weight on his back. Vasili had ridden bareback before, but with Morrigan’s burden, he held on to Icarus and Morrigan tightly, tensing with worry that she might slip, for she was limp and heavy in his arms, a clumsy weight to manage.

Vasili had never been so glad to see the riders of the Dragon’s Nest outpost. Never mind the world of trouble he would be in for disobeying direct orders. He hoped they would be as relieved to see him too. Not one was missing from their number, so much of an advantage had they in the battle, being airborne and easily able to fly outside range of, and avoid, ground attacks of magic or arrow, and also outmatch the stunted, weak dragons the Order had bred.

It was Nikolai who Vasili saw first – his training partner and fellow junior rider – as Icarus alighted on the rocks beside the cliffs under which they sheltered with plentiful magic-wrought fire in the wood-stripped valley.

“Vasili!” Nikolai cried.

Around him, riders galvanised from where they had sat to rest and sup, and the noise crescendoed as they realised his presence and crowded around him. Tristan forged his way through, closely followed by Elyvia. Vasili had expected fury, but there was only relief on Tristan’s pale face.

“Thank the skies. Are you all right? What happened? ...Who is that?” Tristan frowned as he beheld Morrigan sprawled over Icarus’s back.

Vasili swallowed, suddenly realising how parched he was, and starving. His head spun, and before he knew it, he had toppled from Icarus. Strong, warm hands caught him as his fellow riders braced his weight. Vasili surged upright, moving to block their way to Morrigan, feeling strangely protective of her.

“There’s a lot to tell. Thank you for coming for me.” Vasili’s voice cracked at that. They had come for him, for the other riders trapped there. “Thank you,” he said more softly to Icarus, his companion who had risked his life to make sure that aid came.

Had he not endured what he had at the hands of the Order, he would have felt like a naughty child, but now... Vasili felt like he had survived a trial of fire. I earned my freedom. Besides which, it was only with his disobedience that the missing dragon riders had been found at all. And, with what he had learned of the Order, perhaps his misdeed had some good of it after all.

Icarus huffed and rested his scaled cheek against Vasili’s, humming.

“There was never any question of it,” Tristan said softly, with a warm smile – though Vasili could see tiredness straining his face, dimming his eyes.

Tristan looked around at the riders who crowded around, all deadly silent and fixated upon Vasili – fixated upon the story he would tell. And then his attention returned to Vasili, who stood up tall under his scrutiny, despite his legs shaking from the exertion of clinging on all that way bareback.

“Where are the other riders?” Vasili asked. It seemed more pressing than explaining Morrigan, for they had been helpless, beaten, and starved, trapped in pits and presumably unable to defend themselves or flee.

“All safe, if not well,” Elyvia interjected grimly. “They’ll be fed and rested tonight and escorted back to the closest outpost as soon as I have spoken to them. A siege is no place for them after what they have endured.”

Vasili nodded and swallowed. He had not seen the riders since the fateful day he had fallen into captivity. It had been weeks; he could only imagine that their poor condition had worsened. “What of the Order’s dragons?” Vasili asked, barely daring to voice his worst fears.

Tristan hesitated. “Neutralised or fled.”

Vasili felt a surge of anger at that, but not towards Tristan. The Winged Kingsguard had put the stunted, cruelly mistreated creatures out of their misery. It was the Order that was to blame for their state.

“Come. You look famished and half frozen. We have food, and a fire.” Elyvia was uncharacteristically motherly as she ushered him away, but Vasili stood firm, his attention grazing Morrigan’s prone form once more.

“I can’t leave her like this.”

“Her?” Tristan peered closer, frowning, and his eyebrows rose when he saw that the huddled lump of a figure tangled in a cloak was indeed a young woman’s form. “What on Altarea?”

“Her name is Morrigan. Lady Morrigan of... House Mallory.”

A thick silence fell as those around absorbed what he had said, exactly the same as he had upon learning her identity. Heir of a House that ought not to exist any longer.

“She is my prisoner,” Vasili added, standing that bit taller once more as a tinge of pride overcame him. In their training, he had not been able to defeat her. “Our prisoner,” he amended, acknowledging Icarus with a grin.

“Well,” Elyvia murmured faintly. “It would seem there is a decent tale to tell here. You’re starving and freezing and no doubt need a good meal, a warm hearth, and a night’s sleep. Come. Let’s talk.”

So they did. Long into the night, Vasili spoke of his experiences, pushing memories out to the riders who listened to supplement his words with visuals of the subterranean chapel, of the underground lake, of his uncles and Morrigan and the oracle herself... of the dragons and riders kept captive... of the training sessions upon the lake... and lastly, finally, of the secret treasure he had found. The Order’s greatest relic.

Elyvia cursed under her breath as he described it and showed her the precise memory of touching the relic. The strange, in-between place it had taken him to.

As Vasili finished, silence fell once more before noise erupted at his many revelations. Vasili at last took a bite of his almost cold supper – a joint of meat roasted over the fire – as his stomach growled insistently.

“This is madness. I would not believe it, save for seeing your memories,” Elyvia said, running a hand through her hair to sweep back loose strands that had tugged free from her braid. “You had no knowledge of this?” She turned to Tristan.

He shook his head. “No.” And left it at that. Vasili’s attention stayed with his mentor. Tristan had answers to questions he wanted to ask. He had not forgotten his uncles’ claims that Tristan had once been a member of their Order. Tristan, of all people – his mentor, his captain, and the most vehement opponent of the Order he knew, save perhaps Elyvia herself.

“This is no longer a matter for the Winged Kingsguard,” Elyvia said, and all those around could hear, for silence had fallen once more. “The High Council of Pelenor must be informed at once.” Which, Vasili knew, would include his own parents, who had held seats upon that council since its inception with the fall of the monarchy a quarter century past.

“What shall we do?” Tristan asked as the other captains seated around shifted, their attention fixed on their general.

Elyvia pursed her lips and gazed out into the night, across the dark valley. At the far side, where the besieged city awaited, fires answered the glow of their own – riders there, waiting, keeping their enemy contained. “We will sweep their citadel tomorrow,” she ruled. “If the relic is still there, we must secure it. Not to mention the prize of three grandmasters and their oracle.” She gazed darkly at Morrigan, who had been laid nearby – near the warmth of a fire, so she did not freeze to death overnight – and who remained unconscious under the wards that Vasili had placed upon her. Upon the wards that Tristan was to also place, by the looks of it, for he pushed to his feet and approached her with magic blooming in his palms.

“Once we are done here – our enemy neutralised – all of you will return to your respective outposts on highest alert. As for I... I will return to Tournai as swiftly as I may. They must know what we face; I doubt any of them are expecting it. Peace has reigned for so long in Pelenor, and there has been no shadow of a whisper of this power during that time. Alas. We must prepare, in case... in case this is not the last we see of it.” And, by Elyvia’s grim tone, she did not believe it would be. Vasili was inclined to agree.

“What of Lady Morrigan?” Vasili dared to ask.

Elyvia’s attention strayed to her for a moment before returning to Vasili. “She will come to Tournai with me for questioning. If she is as crucial a piece in this Order as you believe, then we need whatever she knows. If they have hidden citadels, a dragon-breeding program, and a relic that ought not to exist... we have woefully underestimated them.”

“They’re planning something,” Tristan murmured as he returned and sat beside the fire once more, toying with the start of the beard he seemed to be growing. Vasili guessed he had not had the luxury of a shave in days at the least. “They’re far more sophisticated than I recall, and they trade in secrecy; I would not be surprised if this is just the tip.”

Vasili swallowed, plucking up his courage. “You were one of them, weren’t you?”

Startled, Tristan blinked. He glanced around, and from his lowered gaze, Vasili could feel the shame oozing off him. He regretted the moment of his choosing – Tristan was a captain amongst captains. Vasili had not meant to undermine him, so bent on satisfying his own need to know.

Tristan cleared his throat and held his head higher. “I was conscripted into their ranks as a young boy – at the time of the fall of Saradon, the end of the monarchy, and so on. It was a hellish experience. One I would not wish upon anybody. I saw little enough of their workings, but enough to know it was a despicable practice and I held no alignment with their views.”

His gaze strayed from the fire to meet Vasili’s. “Your father rescued me from that. Without him, I would probably be dead. I owe him a life debt for it, and I will gladly pay it by fighting the Order wherever I find them.” His voice was iron, and Vasili did not doubt him. He was ashamed for ever questioning Tristan and ducked his head to hide his burning cheeks – but Tristan did not remark upon it.

That night, they camped in the valley under the cliffs, but Vasili did not sleep – none of them did, he suspected. All awaited the dawn. Ready for the siege to break, the battle to come, and the terrible news they had to bear to the High Council.
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Chapter Forty-Two (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Lief had been an idiot to follow Finarvon alone, her companions dead. And now she realised the full extent of it. No recognition flashed across him. No glimmer of intelligence – of the elf he had been – in those dead eyes.

“Fin?” she said, her voice cracking upon the pet name she had called him. A desperate measure, for she had no real defence against him.

He bared his teeth, growling at her, a deep, guttural sound that sent a shock of pure terror to her bones.

Her heart already raced, her breast rising and falling with each gulp of air, and yet she seemed frozen, rooted to the spot. What was I thinking? That I would find closure here? Peace?

She was faced with a monster who, judging by the bodies around him, seemed more likely to kill her than listen to her. This Finarvon did not have the easy, swaggering gait she had known. This Finarvon was a predator. Every inch of his body reacting with animalistic instinct. And she was the prey.

Yet Lief could not undo the mistake she had made in following him. She would have to face him. Whether ready or not. Whether able to or not. She did not know whether to despair or fear, and a mix of both blended within her. A ragged cry escaped her. She could hear the fighting behind her – too distant. Lief was alone. And no one would be coming to save her.

“Fin?” she called again, louder, hoping against hope that somehow, her voice, her sentiment, might penetrate to the heart of this beast... to Finarvon, if any of him were truly left.

Her moment of hesitation cost her dearly. Before she could raise the too-heavy blade with her already tired arm, Finarvon struck.

Almost quicker than she could perceive, he moved. A cold hand closed around her throat, painfully tight, and his face, teeth bared, loomed before her. He opened his jaws, and a fetid breath rolled over her, making her gag – yet there was no air upon which to do so, and she choked against his grip.

Lief smashed the handle of her borrowed blade against his hand, his wrist, his temple, any part of him that ought to be vulnerable that she could reach – to no avail. His hand only tightened, and his other arm arose. She could see the clawed fist. Knew it was about to carve into her. Blackness and stars danced across her vision in the almost totally dark forest – now devoid of any faelights around her save her own, and that rapidly dwindled.

She flailed out, her arm cracking into his – deflecting it for just long enough that she could grab his wrist, all the while still smashing her sword handle into his temple with her other arm.

Black, oozing blood dribbled down his face from the wound she had inflicted, but still, the dark fire in his eyes did not abate as they struggled back and forth. Lief could not shake him off, and her limbs felt more sluggish with each passing moment from the starvation of air.

A kick to his groin – nothing. Gulping for air that did not come, not beyond those cold, deadly fingers, Lief sank into blackness.
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Chapter Forty-Three (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Aedon frantically searched the faces of the dead before him, any that bore the attire of the Emuir wood elves. Nowhere could he see a face like Lief’s – or one that might have belonged to her in life.

No more did he fear for his own safety; he had to know where she was. That she lived. That she was safe. And yet, assailed by ever-rising ranks of the dead, the little hope of that crushed him.

No more did he fear the retribution of the forest, or the wood elves, for unleashing his gift, the one he kept shackled inside him, the one they feared the most.

Aedon could bear it no more. The pressure within him. The desperation. He would not die there that night, not without knowing whether she lived or died. Not without helping her if he could. Not without ensuring she escaped this horror.

And so he let the embers within him burst into life. He let the fire roar. Burn. Blaze out. His own voice joined the crackle of fire, his charge of defiance against the dark that assailed them. Blade in hand and fire blazing from his palm, Aedon leapt from the ring of beleaguered wood elves. 

He charged the line of dead that surrounded them, blasting any in his path clean away with the fire that poured through him – Valyria’s gift. He vaulted over swinging tree branches and flung himself under stepping roots as the trees tore themselves from the earth en masse to greet the threat, and he screamed her name as loudly as he could.

It was dark, no faelights remaining close, but his fire lit the way, and his step was sure upon the tumbled earth as he fixed upon a faint glow ahead.

One single faelight.

Glimmering.

And then it died.

“Lief!”

His muscles screamed, burning as he pushed them harder still to reach where that faint faelight had darkened, knowing within his heart that it was her. And sure enough, the coppery hair glimmering in the light of his approaching fire was unmistakable, a beacon amidst the dark hair of the Emuir wood elves they had travelled with.

Yet he did not fix his gaze upon that – no, it was the horror that loomed above her he could not tear away from. The dark, dank, trailing hair, the terrible white skin veined with black. Its hand clutching her slim neck – she seemed so frail and easy to break compared to it.

“Get away from her!” Aedon roared, and his fire blazed anew. He did not care if he was alone, did not care if he alerted yet more of them to his presence. In that moment, he saw only her, spattered in gore, the crease between her brows and grimace of pain set upon her lips tearing into his heart.

At once, the dark creature’s attention snapped to him, and a gleam of hunger passed over its black gaze as it perceived the power – the vitality and life – within him. Ripe for the feasting. Aedon did not let a moment’s fear slow him. He struck. Blasting the blighted elf back, away from Lief, with a great gush of fire that had it screeching so painfully it jarred Aedon’s bones.

Aedon skidded to a halt over Lief, breathing heavily, and dropped to a knee. “Lief? Lief, can you hear me? Lief!” Closer, he could see the ring of bruising around her neck, dark and fresh. The bruising upon her bare arms – where fingers had gripped her so tightly, she could not escape.

No matter that he was exhausted, that it took all his remaining energy to stoke the ember inside him into life, he gave her what he could, feeding her a trickle and then a deluge of his energy, until her eyes at last flickered open, bleary and unfocused. There was no time for rest, for his fire had only chased the creature so far, and, extinguished, it returned with a vengeance.

Fear flashed across Lief’s eyes at the sight of it so close as she propped herself up on an elbow, and faster than Aedon could believe – driven by terror, he surmised – she was on her feet beside him, her shaking hands brandishing an unfamiliar blade. He stood beside her, his scimitar drawn.

“Finarvon,” she said, and her voice was half a growl and half a plea. “I don’t want to do this. Please.”

Finarvon. The bottom dropped from Aedon’s stomach as he recognised the name, and he looked at the monstrosity with fresh eyes. This is the bastard that betrayed her? Anger spiked in him that anyone would do such a thing to her of all elves. And that it would be this elf before him now, this monster who looked nothing like the elf he had pictured... He could not comprehend it.

He deserves this fate. Anger drove that thought, though he knew, deep down, that no elf deserved such an end. Nevertheless, there they were. It’s him or us. There was no room for mercy, not when it came to these twisted, undead creatures. I choose us.

Finarvon hissed in reply to Lief’s plea, the sound nothing that a living elf would utter.

“He is beyond salvation, Lief,” said Aedon through gritted teeth. He tensed, ready to spring forward to meet the cursed elf.

But Lief threw her arm in front of him. “No!”

“What?” Aedon moved with her as Finarvon circled them, a predator herding its prey. Aedon moved them strategically, too, edging to put their backs towards a giant tree.

“This is between the two of us.” Her voice held little anger, only grief, as if she too recognised this was no longer the elf who had wronged her, only an abomination that wore his face. An abomination that she felt a duty to kill, cleanly, mercifully, though it might have been better than he deserved. In the light of Aedon’s faelight, he saw the streak of tears, a clean trail through the dirt and blood upon her face, that confirmed his thought.
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“IT HAS TO BE ME.” AND with that, Lief stepped before Aedon, dropped the heavy sword, and drew her trusty dagger instead. Her hand still shook as she brandished it – though not from the weight. From fear. Fear of the horrific creature before her. Fear of her own mortality – and the death she had so narrowly avoided. Fear of what she had to do.

There was no time to fear though, no time to let it cripple her into inaction, for that would doom her just as well. So Lief opened her mouth, and she Sang.

The melody tumbled out, lilting and whole against the jarring darkness of that night. It filled the clearing with magic – filled her with magic, a lifeline of vitality and energy that she so desperately needed. When Finarvon charged her, Lief shifted out of his way with an instinctive movement, darting to the far end of the clearing.

Her Song did not falter, and the churning earth under their feet told her that her Song took effect, waking the sleeping forest there, calling, charging it to protect the forest realm and its people.

Fear kept her sharp, swiping at Finarvon each time he drew too close, as she led him on a dance around the trees there. It was a matter of time. She could not truly defeat him hand to hand; she had not the strength – strength of body or strength of spirit – to do what was required. To separate his head from his body, sever his limbs, and burn him to make sure whatever dark sorcery had reanimated him ended once and for all. An ignoble end for a wood elf, even one such as he, who deserved nothing of her, least of all her compassion. And yet she could not set aside her own morals, even where he was concerned, despite how much he had hurt her with his betrayal.

Nevertheless, Lief knew he had to die – that his body, animated by dark sorcery, had to be ended. She wondered if any of him was left in there – and her momentary pause cost her. His sharp, ragged nails caught her arm, tearing at her flesh. Lief cried out and darted away. The Song broken for a moment, she plunged desperately back in. Aedon circled them both, fire flickering at his fingertips, like a caged beast wanting nothing more than to strike. She knew he would help if he could, if she asked it – if she let him. But this was hers to end. Hers to heal. A chapter in her life to forever close – with the help of her beloved forest.

Lief redoubled her efforts, and the Song burst forth, stronger than before. Roots and vines seethed from the earth in answer to her Song, and the trees slowly creaked to life around her.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Forty-Four (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Finarvon tripped over a root first. Scrambling to his feet, he lunged again – falling flat on his face as a vine snagged his ankle and wound tightly around his leg. With a snarl, he struggled to rise – only for a root to grab his other foot, another vine to snare a hand. He writhed, gnashing his teeth, spittle flying, and rage in his black eyes, as he desperately sought to free himself. But no matter how many times he managed to turn over or tug a limb free, another took its place, and then more, until he was utterly bound by the forest’s power and the living trees, the dhiran.

At last, Lief’s Song faltered. She knew what would come next. Had seen it before. The forest rising to rip that undead creature to pieces before her. The nightmare of that still haunted her. And, as much as she still hated Fin for what he had done, as much as she could still not bring herself to forgive him – not after the total lack of remorse he had shown for the pain he had inflicted upon her – she was no monster. She knew she could not watch what happened next, would not savour or relish it, would not think it justice served. Finarvon would meet his doom, and he did not deserve it, at least in that way, no matter what he had done.

Aedon drew close behind her, as though he knew what was in her heart. He brimmed with warmth, though his flames had diminished with the forest’s awakening. “Lief.” It was an open invitation of whatever support she needed from him.

As her lips closed, the Song of her plea to the forest to defend itself and her people finished, Lief turned to him and, without words, pressed her hands over her eyes and her face into his chest. His arms wrapped around her, a safe cocoon, though he could not save her from her own tears that fell as she wished that all of it could have been so different. She felt no joy in meting out such a fate for Finarvon.

Finarvon’s shrieks intensified, his screeching cutting right through her as it carried through the forest, drowning out the distant sounds of struggle where the rest of the centime fought. The vines and roots crunched as they slithered together, constricting him, until even his snarls were muffled. Aedon tensed against her, and she tensed too, knowing what was coming. Dreading the sounds she knew she would hear – of the forest tearing him limb from limb to end his dark reanimation. Silence washed over her. Blessed silence. She looked up, gratefulness sweeping over her at the realisation of what Aedon had done; he had spared her that, with his magic. But Aedon’s eyes were firmly fixed on what lay behind her – Finarvon and his fate.

Aedon’s eyes dropped, and his thinned lips softened as his gaze grazed hers. The sound of the forest returned – silent, without the undead elf’s screeching, and then distant clashing filtering through the trees to them from where the rest of the centime made their stand. “It’s done,” he murmured.

Lief nodded and could not swallow past the lump in her throat, her eyes burning with all that it meant – that Finarvon, after everything he had done, had met this terrible fate that no one deserved. Something within her heart caved.

“The centime needs us,” Aedon prompted gently.

She looked to him, drained from what the Song had taken from her. Drained by the battle. Drained from Finarvon’s demise at her hands.

Aedon took her hands in his. For a moment, the two of them were not bloodied and dirty, standing battle weary in a cursed forest tainted by the stench of decay and death. They were just two – Aedon and Lief – in a bubble of solitude and calm. “Just a little longer. We can do this.”

Lief finally managed to swallow. Finarvon’s death meant something else too – that it was more important than ever to ensure the elves of Lune were laid to rest forever, without their bodies being desecrated by the darkness that inhabited them. They were all elves she had known, to some degree, despite having few she was close to; she had known their faces, their names, their habits, their quirks.

“Let’s go,” she said.

Without looking at Finarvon’s sad remains and the seething forest that still writhed to her Song’s call, she followed Aedon at a steady lope back to the heart of the fighting.

It was carnage.

Living elves fought dead ones, and the dhiran ripped through the blighted ranks without discernment. Yet the tide had turned, the forest a living beast too now, summoned by the wood elves. Dhiran moved between the ranks of elves, treading on their roots as giant feet, their outstretched branches sweeping like giant hands from the heights to pluck screeching undead elves into the sky, fling them, snap them, and tear them until they silenced.

A knot of living elves still held the lines, pushing back at the largest group of blighted elves, with pockets of fighting spread out close by.

Aedon and Lief ran into the fray to bolster Kinear’s cinq, where the five elves fought alongside a dhiran who picked off the dead elves one by one as they were crippled and hamstrung by the elves’ work. Kinear gave them a grim nod as he fought, his bow and arrows gone in favour of a set of twin knives. Three of the elves had noticeable injuries but still fought with vigour – knowing their survival depended on it.

With Aedon’s fire beside them, the undead fell back and the dhiran made short work of them, another striding in to help.

Soon, the last remaining dead of Lune and the reanimated corpses of the fallen centime were vanquished, thanks to the dhiran’s help. Silence fell over the forest as the remaining living elves – half of their number fallen at least, Lief thought from a brief count – stumbled to a halt, battle weary and filled with unspoken horror at what they had witnessed. Lief knew that, like her, none of them had expected their own dead to rise anew. Or perhaps they had not expected, either, just how horrifying and strong the undead elves were.

Kinear, blood streaming down his temple, ordered the remainder of his cinq to fan out as Sirvardi shouted orders, limping heavily as he passed them.

One last sweep of the forest. From their position towards Lune. Lief did not want to believe they would find anything else. Did not have it in her to face anything else. Please, she sent a prayer skyward. Please let them all be gone. She did not want to have to watch any more of her former comrades die. Or her current ones.

“Move out.” Sirvardi’s command echoed through the now silent forest.

Elves limped and stumbled forwards, drawing into a knot once more. So few. There are so few of us left. Lief’s heart sank. Will this be our last stand? She had nothing left to give, not after the toll Finarvon had taken on her. She raised a hand to her tender throat, where it felt like bruises already bloomed. There would be time for grieving later, perhaps. But first... First, they had to see what further devastation awaited them now at Lune.
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Chapter Forty-Five (The Hidden Valley)
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After a sleepless night, Vasili rose, cold and stiff, with the rest of the Winged Kingsguard. He had not been asked to take part in the watch shifts, but he had kept a silent vigil all night nonetheless, unable to sleep in the dark valley whilst Morrigan lay defenceless close by... and whilst his uncles, the oracle, and the rest of the Order were somewhere out there, shrouded by nightfall.

Now, with the approaching dawn – a faint break in the otherwise dark night that would herald another dull, dreary winter’s day high in the mountains – they ate, drank, quenched their fires, and readied for battle. The dragons would fly them across the valley and then patrol the skies for anyone who sought to escape – or make a stand outside the citadel. To Vasili’s surprise – and growing unease, no attempt had been made to rescue Morrigan from their hands.

There was no stealth to their attack; the Order knew they were surrounded and outmatched by the heavily trained elves of the Winged Kingsguard. The Winged Kingsguard’s largest disadvantage in breaking the siege would be that no dragons could fit inside the mountain. No dragonfire would they have to rely on. It would be steel and magic that saw them win or lose in the very home of their enemies. Vasili did not relish those odds.

And so they flew without concealment to the subterranean city. Tristan’s company flew towards the front of the formation behind Elyvia’s, for Vasili was critical to their success, having navigated several of the key places within the maze of tunnels. He was to lead them straight to the relic, by far the most important thing within the Order’s possession that they knew of. Vasili had no small amount of nerves at that, hoping he remembered the way. They could not afford to fail. The rest of the Winged Kingsguard were to sweep through every tunnel on foot to take or strike out the grandmasters and the oracle.

No one had emerged from the citadel overnight, according to the scouts that Vasili overheard. He did not know whether that heartened him or not. The dead were piled high in the valley, but many remained.

The dragons stayed to batter down the doors – and did so in short order. Elyvia sent her forces ahead, hanging back until she received word that the tunnels ahead were clear. Then she beckoned Vasili and, with a number of her finest warriors surrounding them both, forged into the dark tunnels with him.

His heart thundered with every step as he led them through the twisting halls, left and right and down, always down. In the distance, echoing, the sound of fighting – and up ahead – but by the time they arrived, the tunnels were clear, with only fallen bodies, mostly of the Order, marking the way, and few enough of them. Where is everyone? Vasili had a sinking feeling.

At last, after twice missing a turn and having to backtrack under Elyvia’s impatient glare, much to his shame, Vasili found the chapel.

The door was ajar.

They pushed in.

Empty.

No life therein.

Vasili’s heart sank.

The casket was gone. All that remained was a crumpled runner on top of the altar upon which it had sat. And somehow, Vasili knew, deep in his bones, that they would not find it within the city again.

Elyvia cursed at the realisation that it had slipped from their reach. Soon after, when they regrouped with the forces who had swept through the subterranean citadel all too quickly, it became apparent that there were other things missing too... chief amongst them, three grandmasters and an oracle.

Elyvia strode past the prisoners lining the entrance way to the citadel. Vasili followed her meekly, with Tristan pacing at his side. She examined every face, but Vasili did not know what she sought. As she reached the end of the lines, she stopped and huffed, baring her teeth to the sky.

“They’re gone. None of the higher ranks here at all. Skies knows how they escaped. Tunnels probably.” She sighed and worried her forehead with a finger and thumb. Dirty, and still covered in soot and blood spatters from the previous day’s battle, her hair hastily re-braided and coated in muck, Elyvia looked every inch a warrior. And yet, when she turned to announce to them all that they were to leave at once, Vasili thought he saw the hint of something weary and defeated within her.

His uncles had escaped. That thought haunted him. Where are they? He surveyed the valley and the peaks beyond. They could be anywhere... Along with Morrigan’s mother, the oracle and channel of Valxiron’s will, and the precious relic the Order held, which seemed so abhorrent in their hands.

Again, Elyvia sent her warriors to sweep through the citadel – Vasili remaining with those above ground, after his ordeal, and he did not protest at it, for he did not want to enter those dark tunnels again – for any sign of life. Any sign that the grandmasters, the oracle, their treasure, or indeed any of their Order yet remained in the catacombs.

Nothing.

No trail, magical or otherwise. As if they had simply vanished. Vasili suspected they had – he had seen Morrigan’s talents for evanescing into smoke and wind. No doubt his uncles and her mother had similar skills. No doubt they, and all who could, had fled at the first sign of the assault. Leaving their loyal followers to doom at the force that faced them. Vasili despised them even more for that.

A few more had surrendered – those of no consequence who had spooked from their hiding places within the mountain. Merely more mouths to feed, shelter, and transport for trial to Tournai, which would be a hard enough task in the winter. Vasili could see Elyvia’s frustration at that as she stormed around the camp, unnaturally ruffled, in the early dusk that day.

Vasili sat with his back to the rows of shivering prisoners, looking out over the ruined valley, with Icarus at his side as the sky dimmed. Out there, darkness remained, unvanquished – and all the greater for the mystery shrouding it. On the dawn, they would make all haste to Tournai with the terrible news that the Order was in ascendance once more.

Forces move, Vasili thought as he laid a hand upon Icarus’s flank – the dragon’s presence steadying and warm against the fears that crept in with the night. And we must be ready.
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Chapter Forty-Six (The Hidden Valley)
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“We have to wake her. She’ll starve if we don’t.” Vasili did not know why he was so protective of Morrigan, given the suffering she had so willingly inflicted upon him – and the ease with which she had decided to kill him, in the end. It’s because you’re not like her. That was some reassurance at least. Never mind that he had no idea what was truth or lie in his life anymore; at least he had morals. If it came to it, he would end her in battle, fair and square... not like this, by slow attrition whilst she lay defenceless.

Now, he held a constant, sickly dread within him at her fate – fear that she would wake, and dread that she would not. They had a long journey ahead to Tournai – swift upon dragon back, but still, days at best.

Tristan seemed to sense the war within him, for he did not deny Vasili. “All right. Together. Just enough to get some water into her. She will survive on that. I promise,” he added at Vasili’s doubtful frown. “The wards I placed upon her have slowed her body right down. She will need no nourishment, only hydration, for weeks – and she will be awoken far before that.” He cast a warning glance at the guards at the door, who edged closer, ready to help.

“This won’t wake her?”

“Just enough for her to take the water. And then, back under wards she will go. She will feel nothing, and there is no risk of harm. To any of us,” Tristan added with a faint smile that the guards matched.

Vasili nodded, though still he hovered, unwilling to drop back. “I’ll do it.”

Tristan glanced up at him from under lowered brows. “She is not your friend, Vasili. Not from what you have shown and told us.”

“I know, Tristan.”

“What are you hoping to achieve?”

Vasili did not answer.

Tristan sighed. “A moment, please?” At his command, the guards backed out of hearing. “You might not be able to save her, you know. Why are you trying? By the sounds of it, she is amongst the worst of them all.”

Hot tears pricked at Vasili’s eyes, and a lump burned in his throat. “She is. But she is also a victim; how could she become anything else when that life is all she knew? I have to believe that...” His voice cracked, and he could not put words to his fear and desire. That somehow, she would not be beyond salvation and redemption.

Tristan seemed to understand. He placed a hand gently on Vasili’s shoulder. “We’ll do what we can, but I can make no promises.”

“I’m going with her.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’m going with her.” Vasili glared at Tristan, who searched him in return.

“I could command you to stay.” It was a fact though, not a threat. Tristan’s voice was level. He never pulled rank; it was one of the reasons why he was so respected at the outpost, even by those far older than him.

“This is important to me. Please.”

Tristan turned back to Morrigan, chewed his lip.

“I’m the only face she will know. If nothing else... that might be a way in. Otherwise, I can guarantee, she will die before she speaks, let alone anything else.”

Tristan sighed, at last. “All right.” He shook his head and pursed his lips. “I am probably an idiot, and I need you here, but all right. Go. I suppose if nothing else, you can report back to me.” Tristan was, after all, personally invested in their quest to defeat the Order.

“Thank you.” Vasili could not think of it yet – what it meant to return to Tournai, the capital of Pelenor. It had been years – since he had joined the Winged Kingsguard, in fact, and been posted to the mountains for his years of training at the Dragon’s Nest under Tristan’s command.

For the first time, he wondered if Tristan had picked him especially, given the connection Tristan had to Vasili’s father, Dimitrius. I never knew that Father rescued him from the Order. He knew that his father had a deeply troubled past – one that Dimitrius did not enjoy revisiting despite the redemption of his current life. Vasili did not ask Tristan the question.

He had not seen his parents for almost a year, either, since the previous midwinter festivities. They were fast approaching, but given what had passed... Vasili did not know whether any of them would be celebrating. Their reunion would not be as happy and carefree as usual.

He sighed and turned back to Morrigan as the guards returned so Tristan could relieve her wards enough to give her a drink that would sustain her until Tournai. Vasili had so many questions – for Tristan, for his parents... and for Morrigan. And yet he did not know if he wanted any of the answers.
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Chapter Forty-Seven (Tir-na-Alathea)
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Lune loomed before them. Bulging shadows in the trees where the dwellings were. Bridges straddling from bough to bough, high above the forest floor. All was dark and silent – and the night aided them in seeing spectres where there were none. Aedon sent his senses out as far as he could into the night, the hairs on the back of his neck crawling with unease. Nothing.

The stench of decay was heaviest here upon the air. The very ground squelched beneath their feet, as though it rotted to mulch. And here and there, trees sickened and wasted – all blighted. Yet the place was truly deserted, it seemed.

“They were all drawn to us, like moths to a flame,” Sirvardi said, his voice heavy as he raised his faelight higher and brighter to see more of the ruined place. The blight tainted it all – earth, trees, and air. No creatures remained. No elves. He shook his head.

“We must cleanse the place. There is only one thing that will see darkness like this vanquished.” The elf turned to Aedon, staring him levelly in the eye. “Fire is forbidden in the forest, except in the highest need. Will you help us?”

Aedon returned his stare. The elf had been indifferent to him, but he supposed that was better than hostile when it came to wood elves. Especially wood elves of Emuir, who held little love for him. He supposed the Queen had sent Aedon for that reason – had known that his fire would overcome the darkness there.

“I will.” His freedom depended on his conduct there, and Aedon had no desire to spend another quarter century in a cramped cell.

“You must set the fire and control its spread. No living trees – nothing uncompromised by the blight – must suffer.”

“I will do my best.” Aedon scanned the trees above, against the sky that showed the first hints of dawn coming. He was achingly tired, but none of them would find rest whilst the blight endured and the threat of another attack loomed.

“Once the forest is cleansed, we shall Sing it whole once more.” Sirvardi’s eyes were dark with fatigue too. This Singing would take much from them when already, they were devoid of so much. “I will need every last elf to give their all in this. Our forest must not be left with the stain of this darkness.”

“Aye,” came the answer as one from all the mouths that remained.

Sirvardi turned back to Aedon. “Begin.”

Aedon inclined his head. He caught Lief’s gaze for a moment as he turned back to Lune and the devastation before him, but he did not dare linger his attention upon her. She watched him solemnly, steadily, unflinching.

Sinking into himself, Aedon closed his eyes, feeling his way to that ember once more. Valyria’s flame still nestled there, tired too, but always eager for release. He coaxed it forth. It burst from his fingertips in a scatter of embers that had the wood elves crying out and scrambling to retreat. Fire was forbidden in the forest for obvious reasons, and even when permitted, they were wary of it, it seemed.

Aedon blew the sparks on a breath laced with magic, up to the canopy far above. Pushing and pulling the embers into flames, stoking them with both magic and air, they grew, consuming the trees, the bushes, the grass – every single blighted thing he could perceive. He carefully directed the flames away from anything living and whole, and quickly, the blighted forest combusted.

They all had to retreat soon from the intense heat of it. A purging, it was, until nothing remained but ash and dust. Gone was the stench of decay, and over all lay the smoke of utter destruction. Dawn had long come when the flames died down, and the elves Sang for rain and new life in a swell of ragged Song that was born of their last dregs of energy.

Aedon could do nothing more save watch as they grew the forest from nothing. Lief sang with them too. There were deep shadows under her eyes, bruises marring her arms and neck, and dirty cuts peppering her skin – and yet, utterly captivated, he could not turn away from the bliss upon her upturned face, kissed by the sun.

I love her.

The painful ache of it pulled at his chest, even as he seemed to swell with the bittersweet realisation. It was a terrifying thought – that he had fallen so hard. That their inevitable parting would be made all the more agonising with such feelings. All along, he had told himself there was no chance – to manage his expectations – yet despite it all, he had still been drawn so inexorably towards her. He did not want to let go of that feeling, so newly named.

New shoots pushed up at last through the blackened earth, but no more energy could the elves give to it, and their Song ceased with the life now growing under the new day’s sun.

Aedon sank to the ground, his stinging eyes, tired and gritty, barely able to stay open. Beside him, Lief dropped to her knees too.

He did not care who saw as he gripped her hand, lacing their fingers together. “You were brilliant,” he said hoarsely, meeting her gaze, though he was so exhausted, she swam before him. The word seemed utterly inadequate, yet he had not the energy to fumble through his tired mind for a better fitting one to describe her incandescence.

She smiled tiredly. “I would not be here without you.”

Aedon cracked a lopsided grin. “You know me – a sucker for a damsel in distress.” But then his smile faded. “Are you all right?”

“No.”

Aedon swallowed and nodded. “We made it. That’s what matters now. The rest... we’ll deal with in time.” He squeezed her hand. No words could he find to try to comfort her after what had passed the night before with Finarvon. And, so close to her turmoil, he did not want to add his own feelings to the mix.

Her smile flickered, and her gaze dropped to the grass.

“Come on.” Lief’s voice was quiet, but she did not release his hand as she stood and tugged him with her.

Around them, elves drifted in a haze – dazed after the horror of the battle the previous night.

“Where are we going?”

“To wash.” Disgust coloured her voice.

Aedon looked down at himself – he had grown immune now, it seemed, to the stench of battle, after so many hours. Yet he curled his lip nonetheless. The fine Emuir uniform was ruined. Blackened with blighted blood, dirt, and crimson spatters... “Good idea.”

She led him to a nearby stream, where several other elves had had the same idea and stood in various stages of undress, scrubbing furiously at themselves and their garments. Aedon and Lief greeted the elves they passed wordlessly with a nod  as they found a space in the water.

The stream flowed intermittently clear and sullied with the blood and dirt washed down to them from the elves upstream. Aedon tried not to think of it. He kicked off his boots and undressed down to nothing, dumping the clothes unceremoniously in the stream and sitting down beside the sodden heap. The feeling of the cold water running over his hot, clammy, soiled skin was a welcome relief. No hint of modesty did he feel amongst the wood elves doing the self-same. Somehow, they were still strangers, but, bound by the fire and blood of battle, a sense of shared unity seemed to at last welcome Aedon and Lief to their fold.

Lief slipped into the river beside him and drew her knees up to her bare chest, tucking herself into a small ball with a sigh as the rush of water tugged at her too. For a while, they sat in silence, and Aedon stared at the brook babbling away from them, the water tumbling over rounded pebbles, through the twisting, turning channel overhung with full bushes of berries and trees with generous, green canopies shading against the bright sun above.

At last, Lief stirred. “Come on. I cannot take this any longer.” She rose and twisted a handful of moss from the banks before passing it to Aedon.

He took it, careful to keep his eyes locked with hers, though he was so tempted to glance elsewhere. To save himself the temptation, he turned away as he stood, using the cold water and brisk scrubbing of his body with the slightly scratchy moss to distract him from her so near to him.

They washed in silence, and Aedon dried their clothes as best he could with what remnants of magic he had left. They were still filthy and stained, but they would have to do.

“I hope the return journey is swift,” he said, wrinkling his nose at them.

“Hmm.” Lief approached from behind – and he stiffened as he felt the warmth of her body radiate to him – and reached around him to grab her shirt from his hand.

After Aedon waited for her to shrug it on, he turned to offer her leggings.

“Thanks,” she said with a smile.

Lief is beautiful even when she’s exhausted. He could not help but admire the inner fire within her that refused to be extinguished, no matter what hardship she faced.

Sirvardi’s voice rang out down the stream before he could reply. “Hurry up! We move out immediately.”

Aedon stilled at that for a moment before he dressed quickly. There was a challenge of a different kind still awaiting him, no matter that he was so exhausted he could feel the ache in his bones.

Solanaceae awaited – and with it, her decision on his freedom. And, if the scout had made it to her alive... her response to the confirmation that he had discovered an anchor made by none other than Valxiron, which was very much intact and somehow activated. Responsible for the destruction at Lune. And perhaps, more besides yet to come.
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Chapter Forty-Eight (Tir-na-Alathea)
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There was no time to dally to rest or recover. The bedraggled, sorry remains of the once proud and stern centime returned to Emuir as fast as their exhausted magic could carry them through shadow and wind.

Many of the few who remained alive were grievously injured, and Aedon and Lief helped indiscriminately as those who were able offered what healing magic they could to any in a less fortunate state. Anything to make sure no others fell on the journey. That all those who were left made it home.

They had left too many behind. Before their departure from Lune, the centime had gathered and burned what remained; no barrows would be raised over tainted bodies, for those would only poison the earth there further. Kinear had burned two of his own cinq there too – and Aedon was ashamed to say he had not known them well enough to mourn. There was little energy left for grief in him. Not whilst they still hastened to return to Queen Solanaceae. Not whilst he was driven so urgently to inform Her that there was no shadow of doubt that Valxiron endured. Only then, when he was certain She knew, would he permit himself to stop – and feel whatever there was to feel that he could sense building behind a great dam of tiredness and dogged determination.

The hours turned into days as Sirvardi flogged them all as hard as they could endure – driven by the self-same mission as Aedon. None of them knew if the messenger had made it. Not through the great and terrible ranks of the dead of Lune.

Aedon could have wept with relief when they at last materialised on the last rise of the road before Emuir. The sight of that great, tree-crested hill looming before him – safety, at last, after the horrors they had endured and the nightmares that had chased them back – almost brought them all to their knees.

As they formed the lines – what little order they could muster – and stumbled towards the giant trees that marked the boundary of Emuir – and the protective magic there – shouts rang out, and elves rushed from the city. In a rapid babble, Sirvardi conversed with them, and the remainder of the centime was rushed through the behemoth trees, flanked by Emuir’s scouts.

El’hari appeared through the trees, her eyes white and wild, her movements hurried, as she rushed towards them.

“I came as soon as I heard. Roots, this is all that’s left of you?” She cursed under her breath. “Come, Sirvardi. Send your centime to rest and recover, but the Queen will wish to see you immediately.”

Sirvardi spoke up. “Did our scout not arrive?”

El’hari’s blank expression, and then her frown, was the only answer he needed. Sirvardi swore under his breath.

Once more, El’hari’s hawklike eyes passed over the returning elves, and Aedon knew she would miss none of it – their weariness, the injuries they had not the magic or energy to heal, and the dark horror that haunted their slack gazes.

“Aedon,” she added, but the harsh edge of her voice had softened as her attention snagged upon him and Lief. “You shall be wanted too, I imagine.”

Aedon straightened and nodded. He glanced at Lief, who stared dully ahead. He did not dare draw closer to her – not there in Emuir once more, though he longed to comfort her after the horrors they had both witnessed in Lune. She had withdrawn since, but he could understand why. He had not closed his eyes at the end – at Finarvon’s demise – and though he had tried to protect her from the worst of it, he knew she would be filling in the blanks herself. She knew what had passed. He hated that he could not take that pain away from her, that decency within her that grieved and guilted over his death despite what Finarvon had done to her.

More than anything, he did not want to leave her to face the darkness of her own grief alone; however, when the woodland Queen called, one could not refuse. “Well, I shall not disappoint Her Majesty, then,” he said lightly in a tone that did not match the aching flatness within him and followed El’hari with a brief backward glance. Lief’s gaze bored into his. He saw the mute plea within her. One that both of them knew he could not answer. I’ll return soon, he silently promised her.

“What in the skies happened, Aedon?” El’hari hissed to him as they followed Sirvardi to that circle of thrones where Solanaceae would meet them all.

Aedon glared at her balefully. “You’ll see soon enough, no doubt.” No doubt, Solanaceae would see their shared memories – whether they liked that or not. “It was worse than I imagined,” he added quietly.

El’hari chewed on her lip as she swung her head to regard him for a moment before turning back to their path winding between the trees. “That bad, hmm?” When she did not finish with a quip or a dig at his expense, Aedon knew she worried more deeply than she would ever admit to him.

Soon enough, they arrived at the circle of thrones with the seeing pool in their centre. Aedon had expected a triumphant return – the darkness of Lune banished without cost – and to claim his freedom after the fulfilment of his bargain with Solanaceae. He returned instead marred by darkness, turmoil, and grief, his bargain fluttering at the periphery of his attention, blotted out by the weight of news that he carried, of the depths of Valxiron’s threat.

Incandescent with power, Solanaceae evanesced into existence, stepping from the very air before them. At once, Sirvardi and El’hari dropped into low bows – followed, after a moment of weary delay, by Aedon. He could feel the very tension in the atmosphere change with Her arrival, as though She bled her mood into the air. Aedon only had to take one look at Her severe brows and straight set mouth to know that what he felt was the tangible effects of Her power. The forest lived and breathed by Her moods too, after all; he remembered the storm She had cast in Her anger at realising Valxiron’s possible return, when he had last stood there.

How will She react to know it is true beyond doubt? he wondered, for he would have to share his memory of the Silent Sisters with Her, and then She would know for certain that Valxiron walked the earth once more.

Time blurred with Aedon’s exhaustion as they remained prostrated upon the ground before Solanaceae, as elven lords appeared from nowhere to occupy the thrones around them, summoned to Solanaceae by some invisible call. Sirvardi stood before them as his memories were examined by the Queen and cast upon the seeing pool so all could share in their terrible vividness.

When the Queen had finished with Sirvardi, he stepped back to a respectful distance, and Solanaceae glared around the circle. “Such awful use of our dead, I have never before beheld. It is a monstrosity, an abhorrence, a crime beyond words. This darkness is a fell blight upon our lands, but now it is banished, our people and our forest will be safe once more.”

Aedon stirred.

As if She could sense his flutter of discontent at that, Solanaceae’s attention fell to him. “I see you there, Aedon Lindhir Riel. If you have aught to say, speak it.”

Aedon swallowed. As much as he did not wish to let Her inside his mind again – feel that sharp attention scratching through his most inner sanctum – he knew nothing less would convince Her. “I must show you, my Queen.”

She stilled. My Queen. He had not called Her that in a long time – and She knew it too. Aedon offered the memory to the forefront of his mind of the Silent Sisters and the darkness bubbling up from the anchor long laid there by Valxiron. Solanaceae pulled it from him hungrily, feeding it to the seeing pool so they could all behold that fragment of crucial information.

As She watched – as they all did – Sirvardi the only one to remain impassive, for he had already seen it, Aedon held his breath. Waiting for Her to explode.

Instead, She wilted.

“It cannot be,” She said thickly, more in denial than insistence of her truth. “It cannot be!”

Aedon did not dare contradict Her, lest that terrible fear rising within Her turned to ire. But She was ever a Queen, with millennia of strength to hold Her together. And so She drew Herself up, one inch at a time, until She regained Her full presence, and Her power throbbed through the gathering.

For a moment, the only sign of Her inner turmoil was a brief flutter of Her eyelids closed, and then opened once more to face the full weight of the truth She now knew. “Our old enemy rises,” She said – and Her voice was deathly quiet, but all of them heard every word, crystal clear. “It becomes clear that we did not truly defeat him upon the field in Pelenor, and he returns as insidiously as ever, even with the nerve to turn our own people against us in death.” And even Her lip curled, and She shuddered with disgust at the unspeakable violation there.

“He has an anchor at this place called the Silent Sisters, and if there is to be this anchor, the second of our knowing... then it stands to reason there may be yet more.” Her voice was hollow as She continued, “I would think nothing less of him; he will have provisioned well against the eternal end. If we destroy this anchor for his power and vitality, he will only rise again, and again, and again, at the next anchor, and the next, and the next.”

Solanaceae looked around at them all. “As long as his anchors exist... so too shall he. We face a grave battle – greater than ever we could have imagined. We not only face one anchor of Valxiron’s power; we face them all.”

And Aedon did not need her to speak another word to finish that thought, and the same conclusion was wrought upon all those faces watching Her. We face them all. And we have no idea how many they number, or where they hide.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Forty-Nine (The Hidden Valley)
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The sensation of falling greeted Morrigan first – a sickly swooping deep in her belly that ignited instinctive panic demanding her to right herself.

Morrigan fought against it all – the invisible constraints that seemed to bind every inch of her mind and body into nothingness and the awakening that tore her from that warm, safe, thoughtless cocoon.

Her sense of touch returned first. She was not falling – not at all. She lay upon a hard, flat, and cold slab. That coldness seeped through her thin clothing – which was rough and crusted upon her skin from... Battle! It came rushing back. The assault upon the stronghold. The Winged Kingsguard, curse them, raining fire and death down from upon high.

Vasili. The fight between them, as she realised the depths of his betrayal, and how deeply that cut, for she had shown him things he had never deserved. How they had clashed so bitterly until... his blasted dragon had appeared. She had taken a moment to wonder at it – the deep green hue of its scales, the sleek, shiny muscles... so different from the malformed, dulled beasts the Order bred in the valley. How much, in that moment, she had coveted the fine specimen from him.

She remembered how then, the thing had floored her with its tail... and then, nothing.

Strangely, Morrigan did not hurt. Mentally running through her entire body... she had sustained nicks and grazes in the battle, jarred more than a few bones, and would have welts and bruises she had not even realised, and yet, none of it could she feel. What have they drugged me with? Yet she did not feel addled. It was only then that she considered that she was healed – had been healed, by either time or other hands. That thought was alien. Unwelcome.

It was warm too, and even though her skin crawled with goosebumps – as if some animalistic part of her recognised that none of this was natural – for the first time, she was warm. There was no relentless draught. No incessant seeping cold that chilled her to the bone. Where am I?

Breath whooshed into her chest, the sound deafening her as she realised she could hear, and then see, as light, muted and warm, permeated her closed eyelids.

She tried to sit up but could not move – her limbs would not obey her, her arms and legs splayed upon the surface.

“Nnnggmmmrrrr...” Morrigan managed to growl out, the sound rolling clumsily around her mouth as though she were inebriated.

She heard the incoherent murmurs around her in response. And the tightening of her limbs, chest, neck – as she was forced flatter still. Wards, then. Not a failing of my body.

Morrigan dared to crack an eye open.

Walls. Made with giant bricks of grey stone. Old. Light. A lantern she had never seen before – its faelight warm and golden, its wrought design unnecessarily ornamental... not like the functional, spartan equipment in the stronghold.

Her gaze focused, sharpening on the shadows around her. Not shadows. People. Not people. Elves. Like her. But one face, directly above her, stood out in sharp focus.

Vasili.

He wore a frown, an air of concern lacing him. Surprise flashed through her as she realised that he was there – and then realised what had happened. Rage ignited her, and despite the bonds upon her, she flexed against them as a scream wrenched up her throat and tore out in a wordless howl of molten fury.

Their roles had been reversed in a sick twist of fate. Now it was she who found herself the prisoner, and he the captor. She contorted and writhed, but the wards held her firm, and it was with the impact of a punch that her breath faltered as she realised the depths of what they had done. Scoured and scraped and smothered her magic beyond her reach, so she could not kill them all with her hands or sorcery or disappear into nothingness and spirit herself away.

It winded her with its loss, so hollow did she feel having that taken from her, that sense that was as second nature as breathing or seeing. And the howl erupted anew as Vasili staggered back, paling, at the force of her rage.

“I will kill you all!” she screamed, tearing her throat with the ferocity of her hatred for him, for them all. She would do whatever it took to get back to the Order. She would do whatever it took to cripple Pelenor. And most of all, she would relish destroying Vasili Dariel Drakar of House Ellarian and everything he stood for, one sinew at a time.
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Thanks for reading!
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I hope you enjoyed reading Ascent of Darkness and Ruin (Tales of Tir-na-Alathea: Darkness of the Living Forest, Book Two)!

Please leave a review on Amazon, Goodreads, and Bookbub.

Reviews help new readers find and fall into the wonderful world of Altarea! Ready for more? The next book in the series, Purge of Flame and Song, is ready to purchase now.

Want to read more from the Altarea World? Overleaf you can find all of the sister series currently available.

Thank you,
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Books by Meg Cowley
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All of Meg’s books are available on Amazon in eBook, print, and audio formats.

~
[image: image]


World of Altarea novels

Books of Caledan

A fast-paced fantasy filled with magic, dragons, and intrigue, that epic fantasy fans will love.

The Tainted Crown

The Brooding Crown

The Shattered Crown

Pelenor Chronicles: Rise of Saradon

A sprawling epic fantasy quartet of intrigue, betrayal, peril and romance.

Heart of Dragons

Court of Shadows

Order of Valxiron

Mark of Fate

Tales of Tir na Alathea: Darkness of the Living Forest

A fast-paced epic adventure of unlikely allies facing darkness together.

Flight of Sorcery and Shadow

Ascent of Darkness and Ruin

Purge of Flame and Song

~
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Other fantasy series

Morgana Chronicles

Discover Arthurian legend as you’ve never heard it before in this original and gripping high fantasy tale of a young Morgana Le Fay.

Magic Awakened

Relic Guardians

Tomb Raider meets Indiana Jones plus magic in this fast-paced magical urban adventure fantasy, co-written with Victoria DeLuis.

Ancient Magic

Hidden Magic

Cursed Magic

Gathered Magic

Relic Guardians Series Collection




Stay in touch!
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Thanks so much for reading - I hope you enjoyed this tale and the rest of the series! If you want to reach out to me, I love hearing from my readers. You can find me in the following places:

Follow me on...


◆  Amazon

◆  BookSniffer

◆  Bookbub 

◆  or sign up to my newsletter.


...to be notified of new book releases.

Say hi via...


◆  Facebook

◆  Instagram


Join my communities on...


◆  Facebook

◆  Patreon


Find out more on...


◆  My website



Thank you for joining me on this wonderful, fantastical journey!

Warm regards,

Meg

[image: image]
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




About the Author

[image: image]


[image: E:\Branding\author picture 2020.jpgauthor picture 2020]

MEG IS A USA TODAY Bestselling Author and illustrator living in Yorkshire, England with her husband, son, and two cats. She loves everything magic and dragons.

Meg credits her parents for her vivid imagination, as they fed her early reading and drawing addiction. She spent years in the school library and in bed with a torch, unable to stop devouring books. At home, Meg had a 'making table', where her mum and dad contained the arty mess she created with various drawing and craft projects. The first story Meg remembers writing as a child was about a clever fox (it was terrible, and will never see the light of day). At school, if Meg wasn't reading a book under the desk, she was getting told off for drawing in all her classwork books.

Now, she spends most of her days writing or illustrating in her studio, whilst serenaded by snoring cats.

Visit www.megcowley.com to find out more, discover Meg’s books, and join her reader group newsletter.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Copyright

[image: image]


Published in 2021 by

Eldarkin Publishing Limited

United Kingdom

© 2021 Meg Cowley

www.megcowley.com

Cover design © Meg Jolly 2020

All characters, places and events are fictional. Any resemblance to real persons, places or events is purely coincidental.

The moral rights of the author have been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, copied, stored or distributed in any form, without prior written permission of the publisher.

cover.jpeg
AUTHOR

ODAY BESTSILLING

EG COWLEY





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





