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      The burning golden-yellow orb was the only blemish to mar the pristine blue sky overhead. In every direction, the unending wash of azure blanketed the heavens as it stretched out to the horizons. The sun maintained its permanent vigil as it watched over the embattled landscape under its domain. The sea to the south and the mountains to the north were unwitting spectators, watching the spectacle unfold at a pace that suited their evolutions.

      The ground here was locked in an age-old battle, one which to this point had remained in a perpetual stalemate. A jagged line of vegetation delineated the boundaries of the two opposing sides. Each forever pushing against the other, matching strength for strength. Where meters were gained by one, the other reclaimed the lost territory shortly down the border.

      To the east, the land was green and lively. The thick, nutrient-rich earth produced diverse flora and fauna. Vibrantly colored, straight blades of wild grasses stood proudly, swaying as a gentle breeze rippled through their midst. Scattered copses of trees dotted the rolling terrain. Melodic trills and varied songs of the birds melded into a symphony of harmonic beauty. Wildlife scampered through the underbrush, pausing to enjoy the fruits of the healthy land.

      The terrain to the west was as different as night is to day. A monochromatic palette of burnt reds colored the barren waste that stretched to the horizon. Here, the dry earth was hard and infertile, sustaining little life. The vegetation that survived was as harsh as the terrain from which it sprouted. The trees were stunted, riddled with thorns and tiny brittle leaves. The grasses were short, bent into a pitiful posture, yet their serrated edges were eager to draw blood.

      Clusters of boulders, sharp rocky outcroppings, and scattered groves of short, gnarled trees highlighted the muted terrain. There were no songs in the air, as no birds flitted through the sky above. Few creatures survived in the bleak conditions here. Those that did were wary, exposing their motion for an instant at a time before seeking shelter once more.

      Even the air here seemed affected. It was stale, hinted with a tinge of ash. A hint of rot lingered when a breeze stirred the stagnant atmosphere.

      A small songbird alighted on a slender branch of a thin sapling at the edge of a grove of trees only meters into the fertile land to the east. Its attention was drawn to a sudden motion from the lifeless wastes to the west. A shadow stirred among a pile of rocks along the boundary.

      From behind the outcropping the movement coalesced into a form. It was tall and skinny with hairless skin so deep red it appeared black in the sun. Its long, lanky legs and arms seemed grossly disproportionate to its body. The creature flexed its hands. The long wicked claws clicked together as it made a fist.

      The beast hunched slightly as it stalked forward. The long claws on its toes left pointed indents and gouges in the hard, reddish ground as it passed. High in the branches above, the small bird watched anxiously. Though the air was still its feathers ruffled as if jostled by an unnatural breeze. A potent wave of emotions washed over it.

      There was fear.

      There was hatred. Raw and unfiltered.

      The beast paused at the edge of the boundary between green grass and burnt earth. Its head angled to the side, its teeth gnashed together. The black eyes darted from point to point. The calculating gaze examining the terrain before it.

      All life had paused along the border. The birds rested motionless on their branches. Their songs had faded into an abrupt silence. No creatures stirred among the grasses. Even the wind paused in anticipation.

      After a moment of survey, the beast took a hesitant step forward. The black claws of its feet tore into the grass underfoot. The healthy green blades were severed as they were crushed into the soft soil below. The emotion, the blackness that followed the creature seemed to spread in its wake, leaving a barely perceptible stain on the ground.

      With a turn of its head toward the wasteland at its rear, the beast opened its mouth. The wail that echoed from its lips was jarring. With the cry, birds leapt from their perches, taking flight, scattering into the sky above. The creatures seeking shelter in the grasses scurried away, hastening to put distance between themselves and the beast.

      As the flutter of wings and commotion in the underbrush ceased, only silence remained.

      The calm only lasted a moment.

      From the depths of the wastes behind the solitary blackened creature, cries from a host of unseen mouths answered the call.
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      The muffled cry of alarm woke Andr from the light slumber he’d adopted as a habit over the cycles. The ring of his sword freeing its sheath sang over the roar of the waterfall that crashed into the pool along the edge of the square. The pervasive mists that clung to Tabenville blurred the few sources of light in the area. Illumination from the torches and lanterns was confined to diffused halos suspended in the particulate. They dotted the road leading into the Erlyn, burning alongside the scattering of buildings that lined the path.

      His body responded instinctively. Andr rushed from under the cover of the crudely constructed tent along the edge of Tabenville’s lone square.

      The distant circle of light at the edge of the Erlyn’s entrance snuffed out.

      The scant light from the moon and stars above did little to illuminate the village through the mist. His eyes struggled to make sense of the murky darkness. Andr squinted into the night as he raced toward the woods. The area along the mouth of the forest’s entrance appeared blacker than its surroundings.

      A thick, endless darkness swelled.

      The phrenic archer Kaep blew past him, her innate speed carrying her at a rate that defied logic. Strands of his hair blew across his face as the wind in her wake jostled it. The massive figure of Ramm, followed by the slender form of Vox, streamed by. They passed as if he were standing still, not running at a sprint. Small blue flames crackled around the elementalist’s left arm.

      Though his eyes struggled to make out the details, his senses were fully aware of what approached through the shadows. His gut feelings had saved his life on more occasions than he cared to recall, yet the sensations that swelled over him now defied his experiences.

      He’d witnessed firsthand the horrors of the Horde. The wicked, unnatural fighting ability. He’d sensed the pure hatred and malevolence that pulsed from the very core of their beings. Andr tasted the flavor of those emotions now. The black stain of hatred, fear and hopelessness that washed over him was startlingly similar.

      He knew the truth, the disastrous fate that awaited the tributes once they left the walls of The Stocks. Their withered shells would be imbued with the essence of the evil Horde. If they survived, they would become the Lei Guard.

      It was they who streamed from the mouth of the woods.

      Between the phrenics who had rushed past and the Lei Guard, a solitary figure stood. His body was wrapped in a pale glow, almost as if the light was pulsing from his left arm.

      Ryl.

      The phrenics cried out in warning as they raced forward. They still had too much ground to cover.

      The line of the approaching Lei Guard stalked silently. Ryl walked calmly forward. Without warning, he thrust his arm into the sky. The golden glow swelled around his arm, growing brighter by the instant. A pinpoint of light burst to life above his outstretched hand. It remained stagnant for an instant before blossoming into a massive ball easily a meter wide. The orb burned with the brilliant light of the sun, pushing back against the approaching darkness, illuminating the wall of approaching soldiers.

      Andr was forced to shield his eyes with his free hand as he ran forward. Overhead, the clouds in the sky churned with the fury of a storm. High above, the winds spun in a vicious circle, wrenching any nearby clouds into their vortex. The ring of turbulence seethed, yet the sky in the center was peaceful. The undisturbed stars above watched with ever-growing curiosity.

      He could see Ryl’s body strain under the weight.

      Andr felt a shudder roll through him as the woods cried out in warning, echoing the calls of the phrenics. The trees along the arboreal border shook as if disturbed by a sudden gust of wind. The moonlight flashed off the leaves that rained down like tears shed from their agitated branches.

      Much like he had in the chamber with Da’agryn, Andr felt drawn toward the woods. He felt the unseen force wrap around him like a giant hand, pulling him onward, pleading with him to hasten his approach. He recognized the voice of the Erlyn. There was urgency in her call and an undeniable sense of panic in her voice.

      It chilled him to the core.

      Ahead, Ryl’s knees buckled.

      A chorus of raw hatred, bloodlust and murder erupted from the Lei Guard as they charged forward as one. The song of their swords clearing their sheaths cut through their cries.

      The blinding ball of light flickered, sputtering as Ryl sank further to the ground under its unimaginable weight. His head rolled backward. The scream that issued was devastating.

      Andr had heard the scream. The wail that the phrenics referred to as the Cries of the Fallen. It was a cacophony of voices, each with their own agenda, own personality, own emotion. When he’d heard it last, it had screamed defiance.

      The voice that cried out now was alone.

      It was ragged. It was pitiful. It was devastated.

      It was all that remained of his friend’s energy. He watched in horror as Ryl was crushed beneath the weight of the light. Death streamed toward him.

      The Lei Guard were nearly upon him when Kaep reached his side. Her bow was still slung over her shoulder. She’d yet to fire a single deadly projectile in his defense. She slid to her knees at his side, her fingers frantically grasping onto his glowing left arm.

      The change in the atmosphere was instantaneous. Electricity crackled in the air, making the hairs on his arm stand tall as a wave of energy slammed into him. He braced himself for the fall that was sure to come, yet he remained momentarily aloft. His mind ran rampant, struggling to comprehend the sudden change as he found himself frozen in place. Around him, the phrenics, the Lei Guard, all watched in a state of rigor. Andr had experienced the unsettling speed of the phrenics and of their counterparts, the Outland Horde. This was something entirely unique.

      The only motion that persisted within the radius of the blast occurred at the epicenter. Ryl’s head rotated, meeting eyes with Kaep’s for a moment. What context passed through that look? Their bond had been curious. He’d observed the pair since they’d met. There was a profound understanding between the two, who had been strangers a little more than one cycle in the past.

      The serene calm of the moment wasn’t to last. Ryl severed the repose as he surged to his feet. The ball of energy that moments earlier drove him into the ground now hovered effortlessly above his outstretched hand. Its glow took on a life of its own, swelling as it rotated, illuminating Tabenville with the light of day.

      With a speed that was shockingly human, Ryl slammed his left arm to the ground, bringing the orb down with it.

      The earth shook as it detonated.
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      Time resumed its natural course with a sudden change far more jarring than the last. The force of the explosion tossed Andr backward like he was a feather on the wind. Particles of dirt and small stones pelted his body, stinging his skin where they struck. For meters, he rolled across the hard-packed ground of the road before sliding to a stop along the edge of the field.

      Without pause, he lurched to his feet, struggling to regain his footing in the loose soil. He stumbled forward on wavering legs as he surveyed the scene around him. Unsurprisingly, the phrenics were on their feet. Their motions, though somewhat clumsier than he’d grown accustomed to seeing, bordered on normal. Ramm clutched his massive war hammer with one hand, though the butt rested on the ground to his side. Flashes of flames rippled across Vox’s arm.

      Littered on the ground before the edge of the woods, the bodies of the Lei Guards remained where they’d fallen. None showed any signs of motion.

      Several meters from where the deadly guard lay still, Ryl and Kaep remained. Their bodies were located in a small indent in the ground, the epicenter of the blast. Any loose dirt and debris surrounding their prostrate forms had been pushed away by the force. The short wild grasses and vegetation lay flat against the ground as if they’d been crushed under the press of a massive weight.

      Andr glanced back at the commotion that rose from the village behind him. Le’Dral and his faithful lieutenants were at the head of a gathering of their loyal guards. The group staggered onward, gaining speed with every step as they recovered from the disorientation of the blast. The captain shouted orders to the troops, who stumbled to regain their footing. A board from the hastily constructed corral fractured under the weight of the spooked horses. The sharp, snapping noises of wood ripped through the night.

      In the square, the tributes hastened for the relative safety of the overfilled common house. A few courageous souls stood outside, armed with clubs and blades, a last line of defense should an attack reach their ranks. Andr grinned; his heart swelled with pride as he clearly recognized the figure of his son, Cray, standing at the center of the line.

      The emotion that rolled through his body energized him. He used the sudden rush of excited energy to power through the unsteady steps. It was only a matter of moments before he reached Ryl and Kaep. Vox was in the process of rolling the phrenic archer to her back. He leaned his head down close over her face, his cheek only a finger’s width from her mouth. He felt for the warm puff of air as she exhaled, watching for the rise of her chest. His left arm, still engulfed in flame, was held out at an angle, keeping the fire from licking her skin.

      At Vox’s side, the towering figure of Ramm rose from his cursory inspection of Ryl.

      “He still lives,” the phrenic grumbled as he moved to stand protectively between Kaep, Ryl and the motionless bodies of the Lei Guard. He hefted the massive war hammer with his left hand, slamming the shaft down into his right palm. Andr heard the crack of his knuckles as they squeezed the shaft in aggravation.

      “So does Kaep,” Vox intoned. “I see her signature glowing as strong as ever. Ryl’s is far more dull than I’m used to seeing.”

      Andr nodded in acknowledgment, though he couldn’t see the images the phrenic so clearly described. Surviving amongst Ryl and the phrenics for as long as he had, he’d grown accustomed to their ways. Talk of the phrenic mindsight and the mysterious signatures it revealed no longer astounded him. Though he lacked the gift, he grasped the concept better than most.

      He opened his mouth to question the observation, yet the words stopped before they could escape.

      The hammer of heavy boots on the ground echoed from the entrance to the Erlyn.

      There was a creak of bows being drawn to their peak.

      “Arrows,” Andr screamed at Vox as he dove to the side. He threw himself protectively in front of Ryl. The whizzing sound of the projectiles whistled overhead. He felt the disturbance in the air as they narrowly missed connecting with his skin. To his side Vox rolled away from the still bodies of Kaep and Ryl. Ramm threw himself to the ground. The hulking phrenic grunted in pain as his body hit the earth. From their rear, he heard the telltale cries of pain as arrows found their marks among Le’Dral’s men.

      “Light,” Ramm growled at his companion as he jumped to his feet.

      Andr’s dive had been premeditated, though only by an instant, allowing him to regain his footing almost immediately. Without thinking, he charged toward the opening in the woods. A wicked, slightly curved sword of the Lei Guard stood, point buried in the earth, less than a meter from Ryl’s body. A compact, fist-size blazing ball of white fire rocketed past his shoulder, screeching as it streaked into the air. The orb detonated with a blinding light, leaving miniature remnants, no less bright, that fluttered slowly toward the ground. Andr wrenched the blade from the ground with his free hand as he passed, scattering a shower of dirt into the air.

      A second volley of arrows was released moments after the light swelled over the area. The sudden blinding glow wreaked havoc on the accuracy of the deadly projectiles. The mistimed shots sailed harmlessly past Andr and Ramm, careening harmlessly into the darkness.

      Two staggered lines of archers stood in close quarters just outside the mouth of the woods. Behind them a force of almost twenty soldiers remained, swords bared, prepared for bloodshed.

      Though he’d found his footing after Andr, Ramm rushed past him in a moment. The massive war hammer was cocked back behind him, his torso twisted, primed to launch a devastating strike. Blood soaked his tattooed right arm, from where an arrow had pierced the skin. The shaft protruded through the muscle, exiting through the other side. The metal point dripped crimson; the fletching was only a hand’s width from the opposite side. The mountain of a man rumbled forward, unfazed by the wound. He would be an avalanche of death when he met their lines.

      There would be no prisoners here.

      They had been warned.

      Those who stood the line before them had come with vicious intent. Theirs would be matched with a fury they couldn’t anticipate.

      Ramm screamed in rage as he swung his weapon into those unlucky enough to be standing in the front row. The crunch of bone as the hammer connected with the first body was sickening. It overpowered the screams of pain as the force continued its devastating path through the archers. The shattered bodies in the arc of Ramm’s initial swing crashed into those behind them. Together they careened into the edge of the forest. The cracking of broken branches mingled with the snapping of bones as the bodies collided with the trees and underbrush. The disturbing lack of agonized moans hinted at the devastation the blow had wrought. Few, if any, would move again.

      With both swords in hand, Andr barreled into the opposite end of the line. He snarled; a feral growl inadvertently escaped his lips as he slashed through the first pair of unprepared archers. A stream of blood spurted into the air as one of his blades severed a neat line through his opponent’s neck. He felt the warm splatter of the crimson droplets on his face.

      To his left, the phrenic and his deadly hammer hewed another vicious arc through the attacking guards. With less time to prepare his assault, the strike yielded less power than the first, yet the results were still dramatic. Bodies were broken, tossed into the air by the excessive force.

      A sudden wave of heat washed over him as a fireball arced into the rear group of the incoming guards. It exploded with a vicious crack amongst the sword-bearing warriors. Sparks and flames spread outward from where it detonated, and Andr felt the impact of the errant embers. The heat singed the exposed skin on his cheek.

      Though it was only he and Ramm who made the initial contact with the line of soldiers, he could hear the anxious war cry from Le’Dral and his men not far behind. The authoritative tone of the captain ordered his men onward in defense of their lives.

      Andr had little time for contemplation. His body reacted instinctually, a product of cycles of training and armed conflict. He took a quick step to the right, blocking an incoming attack with ease, pushing the offending blade to his left. The move forced his attacker to overextend his thrust, leaving his flank woefully unguarded. Andr’s sword plunged into his side. With a wet gurgle, the man’s body crumpled to the ground as the blade and life slipped from his body.

      Cutting his way forward, Andr moved further into their line. Though he was grossly outnumbered, he hacked his way into the midst of the sword-wielding foes with little fear. Working among the guards for cycles, he’d witness firsthand the green nature of most of those who served under arms. Few had any experience in open conflict. Their combat training had come as a result of carefully controlled exercises. They were unprepared for the inherent, vicious unpredictability of true battle.

      His blades never paused, flashing from one opponent to the next. He felt the slice of a blade across his skin in several places on his legs and arms. The errant cuts bothered him little. He didn’t grant them a look, as his attention was focused on avoiding a lethal strike. Behind him, the clang of steel against steel and the furious shouts of men signaled the addition of Le’Dral and his rebel guards to the fray.

      Andr pivoted slightly to engage a warrior to his right. The man looked younger than he, his smooth face was unmarred by the marks of war, yet the rage, hatred and disdain that burned in his eyes was telling. Here was the kingdom’s finest. A product of generations of fallacy and corruption. This one had been steeped in the hatred of the tributes, a willing accomplice in the denigration of those who by no fault of their own were born different.

      Born with cursed blood.

      Reacting to a low slash from the weapon in Andr’s right hand, the soldier made a fatal error. Andr struck out with the blade of the Lei Guard in his opposite hand, piercing the man’s chest. The tip found the sensitive heart that remained hidden beneath. Before he could turn to address the next opponent, the weight of a body crashing into his side threw him off balance. Ramm’s latest arc of destruction had sent several bodies into the air. The uncontrollable tangent of one toppled the soldiers at his rear, throwing them into him.

      Andr winced in anticipation as he stumbled. The deadly glee, the malicious intent written across the face of his newest attacker turned his stomach.

      He would have no time to defend himself.

      Andr gritted his teeth as he twisted his body away in desperation, throwing himself down toward the ground now slick with gore.

      He felt the blade slice diagonally across his chest, cutting a line from his left breast to lower right abdomen.
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      The ground raced to meet him, ending his short free fall. The impact was jarring, though it was dwarfed by the pain that lanced across his chest. He struck the ground on his back. The impact robbed the air from his lungs. Andr gasped, sucking in a deep, involuntary breath.

      The wound across this chest and stomach would be devastating. He mentally chided himself for the potentially fatal carelessness. Wincing in pain, he worked his blades up in his defense.

      Standing over him, straddling his legs, his executioner grinned in wicked delight. He’d reversed his hold on his blade as he moved in for the killing strike. There was nothing Andr could do in time. His death would be imminent. The soldier growled as he began his attack.

      The descent of the murderous blow abruptly stopped. The eyes of the soldier bulged in apparent shock. The point of a blade burst through the front of his chest, tearing through the clothing and thin armor.

      Andr twisted his legs to the side as the sword slipped from his would-be killer’s hands, falling harmlessly to the dirt. With a wet, sliding sound, the blade, soaked with blood, retreated through the dying soldier’s chest. The body was twisted before being tossed aside. Le’Dral occupied the space where his executioner had stood.

      The captain’s clothes were spattered with blood. His sleeve was torn on his upper left arm; the red stain spread down to his elbow. His chest rose and fell with dramatic breaths as he panted from the exertion and the sudden excitement. The giant cavalry officer, Moyan, nearly as large as Ramm, cleared the enemies from Andr’s opposite side with a disastrous swipe of his sword. Millis pushed past, a host of his soldiers in tow, forming a wall of steel beyond the captain.

      The narrow entrance to the woods was now clogged with the dead and dying as the fighting dissipated. The tide of the small but fierce battle had shifted in an instant. Another swing of his mighty war hammer cleared another clump of enemies from the fray. Only a handful remained; all were engaged by Millis and his companions. The massive phrenic slammed the butt of his weapon into the ground, standing ominously as the final blows of the battle proceeded.

      Le’Dral wiped his blade on the tunic of a fallen soldier at Andr’s feet before returning the weapon to its sheath. He knelt over the mercenary. His face registered a mixture of worry and the lingering thrill of battle.

      “Lie still, my friend,” the captain ordered. “We’ll have the mender look after that wound.”

      Andr had yet to look at the slash that had torn across his chest. Though the wound hurt, a dull throbbing that covered his front, he was surprised by the lack of excruciating pain. He’d felt the sting of deep gashes before, yet this was muted in comparison.

      The captain leaned forward, delicately moving the strip of flayed fabric that was matted to the gash. He gasped as he took in a full view of the damage. The fear washed from his face, replaced by a look of confusion.

      Andr raised his head from the ground, looking at the object of Le’Dral’s attention. The absence of blood soaking his clothing was his initial observation. Only a small stain coated the frayed edges of his torn shirt. He would have figured he’d be covered by a deluge of blood that leaked from the deep wound.

      The gash itself was more shocking. He’d felt the intense pressure of the blade as it dragged across his skin. The soldier had not held back. His strike was meant to be lethal. Even with little pressure, the contact should have proven severe. Only a thin red line of a cut ran from across his chest to his belly. The gash leaked a trickle of crimson, though the incision was still too small to splay open further.

      “How …?” gasped Le’Dral.

      For a moment, confusion settled over Andr as well. His eyes strayed to the trees of the Erlyn that rose high above his head. A wave of relief and comfort washed over him. The answer was clear.

      “The Erlyn,” he whispered more to himself than in response to the captain, eliciting a frown and squinted eyes from Le’Dral.

      “The woods granted me a gift,” he continued. “A naturally hardened skin known as the woodskin. A similar gift was given to Ryl when he was a captive here. Though I knew it was not impervious, I never had cause to test the durability.”

      Andr sat up. The skin was sore as he moved, yet what should have been a lethal wound had been reduced to nothing more than a deep scratch. Le’Dral offered his hand, assisting the mercenary from the cold ground. The sounds of battle from inside the mouth of the forest ceased in a short, agonized wail. The flickering light from Vox’s orbs faded as each falling ember fizzled out as it reached the ground.

      Le’Dral shrugged his shoulders as he patted Andr on the shoulder.

      “My belief in what is and isn’t possible no longer has a bearing in reality, I’m afraid,” the captain admitted. “That the gift found itself in your possession when it did is good enough.”

      “It would have mattered not, if not for your timing,” Andr said. “I owe you my life. Thank you.”

      The look that passed between the two soldiers was brief yet profound. Le’Dral nodded subtly in response.

      “We need to see to the wounded.” The captain’s eyes were pained as he surveyed the bodies strewn across the area. Blood and gore soaked the ground. The potent scent of death choked the air.

      “Gather the horses. See to the sentries at the other side of the woods.” Le’Dral issued the order to Moyan. “I fear they’re all lost. We’ll be hard-pressed to maintain a sustained defense if we lose many more heads.”

      Moyan grunted in response before hastening toward the stables. Several of the guards were already in the process of wrangling the spooked horses. His booming commands rallied others to assist. Many of the mounts remained under control inside their paddock; others galloped through the fallow fields.

      From the square came the rapid approach of a large group of tributes. The reinforcements were armed with blades, bludgeons, or anything that could serve as a weapon. Andr watched with admiration as the contingent moved with confidence and haste. They were all untrained, yet ready to fight side by side with those who’d chosen to protect them.

      Andr’s eyes scoured the incoming tributes. With the glow from Vox’s mage lights nearly extinguished, the party was close before their faces were recognizable. He caught his breath as the image of the one leading the charge resolved.

      It was Cray.

      The mercenary felt a surge of pride rush through his battle-weary body. His emotion must have been evident. His practiced indifference faltered at the sight. The captain followed his gaze, grinning as he saw the object of Andr’s attention.

      “They are a resilient bunch. After all they’ve been forced to endure, they retain hope,” Le’Dral commented. “If they have a drop of the same power that Ryl or his companions hold, I fear for those who stand in their way.”

      Andr, alerted by the captain to his show of emotion, instinctively adopted his regimented impassive guise.

      “We’ll likely need them for what comes if we stand any chance of survival.” Andr’s answer was dark and foreboding.

      From Tabenville, the shrill, animated voice of Mender Jeffers cut through the din of commotion. He barked out commands as he hastened to assist with the wounded.

      Andr’s eyes scanned the battlefield around him. Chaos abounded over the entrance to Tabenville. The newly harvested fields that lay on either side of the road had been tilled by the footsteps of the battle that waged over their furrows. The ground had been watered by the blood of the dead and dying. Bodies covered with sinister black cloaks or shrouded in the light armor of the kingdom’s guards lay strewn throughout. Vox still stood by Ryl and Kaep’s side, though the fire burning on his arm had been extinguished. Nielix and Dav remained with blades drawn, standing guard at their sides.

      “We need to make haste. We need to abandon this village.” Andr’s voice was firm, his determination resolved.

      The captain nodded his agreement.

      “Ryl commands the forest. From what I understand, he and Kaep were the only tributes … I mean phrenics who knew the path. With him down, how will we find the way?”

      Andr observed the captain for a moment. The steely demeanor cracked with his statement. There was a hint of fear behind his words.

      “You said yourself that the lines of reality and fantasy have blurred as of late.” Andr grinned. “The Erlyn was generous in the boon she provided. There are more surprises yet in store for this day, Captain.”
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      The sky to the east had begun to transition from the darkness of the waning hours of the night. Deep violet hues morphed into royal shades of blue, foretelling the coming of the day as Moyan at the head of his cavalry thundered from the village.

      The experienced horsemen had little trouble rounding up the errant horses that had broken free from the corral. The startled beasts calmed quickly once back in the hands of their trained riders. Though it went unnoticed, the unseen wave of calm that washed over them, courtesy of Vox, assuredly assisted in the endeavor.

      Somehow, the Lei Guard had approached undiscovered, catching the sentries at both ends of the forest unprepared. Twelve soldiers had perished in the silent, one-sided assault on their positions. Eleven were guards who had defected with Le’Dral and Moyan. Andr mourned the loss of their companions. These men had willingly sacrificed their lives for the cause of righteousness. They’d chosen to live and die on the side of what was right.

      The twelfth to perish in the initial assault was the hardest to bear. The body of Soldi, Vigil from the hidden city of Vim, was found among the soldiers guarding the interior exit from the Erlyn. Of all those who’d perished, the cunning warrior was the only one to have drawn a blade in his defense. In the defense of the tributes. Another defender from Vim had poured his lifeblood out onto the fertile soil of Damaris.

      As with the others, there would be little time for mourning. The dust had yet to settle from the battle, and all had been roused from their slumber. Preparations were underway to vacate the tenuous camp for the safety and seclusion of the Erlyn.

      The mender, with Sarial at his side, had wasted no time treating the wounded from the surprise attack. Three of the soldiers—among the first to answer the call to battle, who’d come charging with weapons drawn to the fray—had been struck by arrows. One was dead by the time Jeffers reached his side. The others had sustained injuries, thankfully, none too severe. Their care was left in the hands of others as the mender hastened to triage the remainder.

      Frustratingly, Jeffers was at a loss at the conditions of both Ryl and Kaep. Neither showed any signs of physical damage, yet they were unable to be roused from their unconscious state. Their care and watch were left to Nielix and Dav. With the assistance of several tributes, they were carefully moved to the nearest shelter, the stable, while preparations to vacate Tabenville commenced.

      With Ryl unavailable, Andr found himself in the uncomfortable position as the liaison for the diverse groups that now comprised their ragtag community. The phrenics communicated directly with him. The Vigil, under instruction from the council, followed his lead. His name and subsequent exploits were well known among the guards. As Ryl’s companion and savior, his voice was trusted amongst the tributes.

      The sun had risen, cresting above the trees to the east. The long shadows stretched out, hiding a good portion of the clearing that was Tabenville in deep shadows. The activity had been constant as they rushed to vacate the small settlement. Knowing the truth behind the origins of the Lei Guards whose bodies lay unmoving, yet still clinging to life, the decision was made to envelop them into the fold of their ragtag group.

      Andr stood motionless along the road just past the stables. His eyes moved slowly from side to side as he surveyed the remnants of the tense battle that had rolled across the recently harvested earth. The dark soil was stained with patches of blood. Their passage had been cleared for their retreat. The bodies of the soldiers who’d come for their lives had been dragged from the road, yet lay crumpled in the dirt.

      A strange sensation washed over Andr. He’d grown accustomed to the influx of projected emotions from the phrenics. The call of the woods since she had granted him her boon had been almost constant. She pleaded for them to come. She demanded urgency.

      Yet this call was something different. It was a desire that bubbled up from within. Its potency, likely a result of an event that had altered the direction of his noble yet foolish course. The simple act of aiding Ryl that morning on the dusty road from Tabenville had set in motion the events that would rewrite the history of a kingdom. It had carried him to the end of the world and back.

      The image of Ryl from that day was clear in his mind. The boy he looked on was barely older than a child. Fragile, broken and scared. Yet still, there was something magnetic that had drawn him to the boy. It had been a turning point in his troubled life.

      Andr scanned the activity in the village. It wasn’t long before his eyes fell on the object of his search.

      Cray.

      The young man stood at the head of a group of tributes toward the edge of the square. His actions spoke of coordination as they assisted in the preparations for the movement. As if looking upon him for the first time in ages, Andr marveled at how much he’d grown. He was tall and slender, yet muscular from the cycles of hard labor. His shaggy hair jostled in the breeze. A sword was tucked carefully into his belt.

      Gone was the desperate look that had been permanently etched onto his face. Onto the face of all the tributes. Andr watched as Cray’s eyes moved across the activity that overtook the sleepy settlement, observing with calculated care. His expression was still tinged with anxiety, as their future, their safety was still tenuous, hanging precariously in the balance. Underneath the rough exterior, he saw something that had been largely lost to The Stocks since its inception.

      Hope.

      Andr could see it in Cray. He could see it in his posture: his shoulders rolled back, his head held high. He exuded an unmistakable air of confidence. A similar attitude played out across many of the tributes in the square. They had proven to be a resilient lot. Andr was keenly aware of the power that dwelled within each of them.

      For the first time, they did too.

      The tiny morsel of information was enough to enact a potent change in the downtrodden tributes.

      They had seen firsthand what Ryl, what the phrenics could do. That they possessed even a sliver of that power, even in its raw, unfiltered form, was uplifting. None knew what skills were veiled behind the poison that obscured the alexen in their veins. Regardless, they represented a force that would be unstoppable should they be granted the reprieve to awaken the talents.

      Time, however, was not a luxury that was on their side.

      Le’Dral cleared his throat, warning Andr of his approach as he neared. From the cramped square, the procession began rumbling toward the opening of the woods. The tributes marched along with the wagons now loaded to capacity with the wounded and ailing. A little over half of the guards marched in order, escorting them forward. The remainder of the fighting force of the gathering would remain alert and on guard, keeping a careful eye on the securely bound Lei Guard.

      “The Erlyn awaits, then?” the captain offered as he stopped alongside Andr. His eyes covered the expanse of the forest’s edge. They filled with wonder as he gazed upon her not as merely a collection of trees, but a being, sentient and wise. The approach of the phrenics was stealthy, as if they moved without sound. The soft crunch of loose dirt underfoot was muffled by the squeaking of the wagons’ wheels.

      “Do you know the pathway into her depths?” Le’Dral inquired. Though he likely meant it not, the slight flavor of doubt clouded his words. Uncertainty roiled in Andr’s gut at the unintended challenge.

      Did he possess the strength to wrest control over the woods? Looking at the trees and knots of brush and bramble before him, he felt miniscule.

      Insignificant.

      Powerless.

      Andr felt as if the weight of the branches would crush him where he stood.

      “We’ll soon find out.” Andr sighed, though his eyes remained trained on the forest.

      Vox arrived at his opposite side. Ramm fell in line a step after. Andr felt a wave of calm wash over him. The external sensation was followed by one of confidence.

      “The Erlyn’s gift has already been proven. That you still live is proof of that alone,” the phrenic elementalist noted. “Do not lose confidence. You will know the way. We will be by your side.”

      “Aye.” Ramm added his agreement. “Ryl trusts you, as do we. Let’s lead them to the safety of the woods.”

      Andr turned his head, meeting the eyes of the phrenics in turn. He nodded subtly in acknowledgment. In agreement. Without another word, he strode forward at the head of the caravan that filed from the village.

      The Erlyn called to him. Her song was that of welcome.

      Of hope.
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      The trees closed around him, blotting out the rapidly swelling light of day. Andr moved ahead with purpose. The interior of the path leading through the Erlyn Woods was dim, though it appeared brighter than he remembered. Even with the dense brambles that choked the avenues and sight lines into her depth, he now understood what lay hidden beyond.

      At least a small portion of what was disguised behind the veil of foliage.

      The gloom, darkness, and impassable underbrush concealed further insight into her interior. He knew the woods wouldn’t give up all her secrets so easily.

      The character of the call he had sensed from the forest had altered. While standing on the fields of Tabenville, the voice was desperate. Sheltered by the limbs of the forest, there was comfort in the emotion. A subtle hint of a warm breeze projected from the shadowed depths. Gooseflesh rose on his arms as it tickled his senses.

      There was unique calm underneath the boughs of the Erlyn, yet a lingering anxiety remained. The woods felt weak.

      The sensation of relief swelled as the first of the wagons crossed into the darkened maw of the forest. Andr pivoted, viewing the weary procession that followed. The answer to the increased emotion was clear. Jeffers drove the lead wagon. His incapacitated cargo included Ryl, Kaep, Cavlin and several other tributes recovering from their extended ordeal within the torturous chamber of the facility. The sedate shell that was Elias sat against the rear wall, his eyes unfocused, staring blankly out into nothingness. A contingent of Le’Dral’s guards flanked both sides of the wagon.

      Following closely behind the first carriage ambled the entirety of the tributes’ population. Their weariness was evident. They had been pushed relentlessly for days. With a secure camp, they’d soon have their well-deserved rest. Andr pitied them. Battling the ravages of the sickness would be anything but rejuvenating.

      At least in the interim.

      He was curious. It was with a sense of bated anticipation that he waited to witness the changes that would emerge after the last of the poison was stripped from their veins. Once their true powers were revealed, the results were sure to be awe inspiring.

      Just before they reached the first bend in the shadowed path through the Erlyn, Andr stopped. At his back the procession ground to a halt. His eyes squinted as he struggled to peer into the inky depths of the woods. Try as hard as he could, his vision of the interior failed after only a few meters.

      Behind him, the procession waited, giving him a berth of several meters. Le’Dral stood at the head of Jeffers’s wagon, his hand hovering close to the hilt of his sheathed sword. Ramm, the massive phrenic, remained alongside the wagon carrying Ryl, Kaep and the still-bound Elias.

      Vox halted at Andr’s side. The phrenic elementalist clapped him on the shoulder, letting his hand linger, giving him an encouraging squeeze.

      “We’ve placed an unfair burden on you, my friend,” Vox commiserated. His eyes studied the wall of trees with an unguarded reverence. The tales he’d likely been raised on, of the history that had been forgotten by Damaris, colored his view of their surroundings. The woods were a mythical benefactor, a protector of their society. Staring into the face of the fabled trees was thrilling.

      “This is a task for those who’ve grown accustomed to projecting emotions,” Vox continued. “Once the way has been opened, once we have seen the destination, we can share this burden with you.”

      Andr grunted in acknowledgment. He was determined to succeed, no matter the cost.

      “Close your eyes. Focus on the vision inside your mind,” the phrenic relayed. “Picture every detail as best you can remember. The color of the leaves. The motion of the blades of grass as they dance in the wind.”

      Andr did as he was told, squeezing his eyes shut tightly. Vox carried on quietly, reciting detail after detail as he explained the intricacies of the image that needed to be pictured. The melodic tone of the phrenic’s voice muffled to nothing more than a calming hum as Andr focused on the task at hand.

      He concentrated on the darkness once his eyelids blocked out the light. Andr scoured his memory for the traces of the vision that the Erlyn had imparted. At the moment, they were nothing more than random flashes. Brief, fragmented portraits of an unknown location, one yet to be experienced firsthand.

      The disjointed images should have been benign in appearance. Like viewing a painting of a far-off locale, the expectations of a physical response were minimal. Andr gasped aloud as he concentrated on the image of the clearing that the Erlyn had forced upon his consciousness.

      The massive pillars of the trees, set in a wide circle, were eerily familiar. He felt as if he’d stood among the giants long before, yet had been separated for cycles. The light that streamed through the holes in the canopy above splashed onto the ground in wide circles, overpowering the dull glow of the luminescent mosses. He felt the slight hint of a breeze that circulated through the area. The air was warm, refreshing. There was a strong hint of earth and a mild note of smoke from a fire long since extinguished.

      The images that flashed in his mind rotated as if his body pivoted for a more complete view of the interior. At the base of each gigantic tree, a slender opening created a door into the chamber below. Though he’d never stepped foot into the area, his mind confirmed the details. The clear, dry earth was dotted with patches of spongy mosses. A ring of a half dozen pallets lay dormant against the outside walls. They had the appearance of extreme age, yet the rest they offered was enticing. That they had remained intact throughout the cycles was a wonder.

      The sprawling clearing between the trees was empty, yet it held the lingering resonance of activity. The ground was covered in a sweeping layer of thin green grasses. The pristine blades swayed in a breeze that seemed to materialize from the forest itself. Though in centuries, none had likely seen, nor stepped foot into this sanctuary, Andr could still feel the ghosts of the phrenic warriors of ages past who roamed the open space.

      Confident that his picture of the inner sanctuary of the phrenics was complete, Andr focused on forcing the image outward toward the forest. He visualized the image that formed inside his mind, concentrating on the minute details of the environment. Gritting his teeth as he squeezed his eyes shut, the muscles in his face twitched as he strained. Andr pictured his visualization streaming from his body as if he screamed it into the depths of the woods. For what felt like an eternity, he pushed with all his might. The phrenics had explained the process as best they could, yet the application was foreign, as clouded as teaching one with no hearing what it’s like to experience a harmony of voices.

      As he forced the image outward, his concentration wavered. His hopes of succeeding faltered, as did his energy. The strain was supremely taxing. When he felt that he could give no more, he snapped his eyes open.

      The vision that registered in his brain was blurred. The details blended together in a great wash of earthy tones, shades of browns mixed with deep hues of green. Sparse patches of light blue seemed to glow and pulse throughout.

      The image swirled as Andr’s legs gave out. The uncontrolled collapse to the ground felt never ending. His body was weightless as his shaking legs crumpled under him.

      Hands supported him from under both of his arms, allaying his fall. It took a moment for the garbled tones to resolve into intelligible speech. The words were muffled, hidden beneath the thundering of his heart. His chest heaved from the exertion, and his breaths came in rapid sucking gasps.

      The finite reality of the forest before him slowly registered in his wandering mind. The trees were identical to what had stood before him only moments earlier. No pathway had opened.

      He had failed.

      He angled his head to the side, looking upon the face of the one whose steady hands had supported him. Andr made no attempt to hide the regret. The doubt and the emptiness of failure were written clearly across his face.

      Vox smiled as he spoke.

      “Have no fear, my friend,” the phrenic responded. “The effort is taxing, even for those who’ve trained for the application. Those who were born with the gift you only just received are frequently disheartened by their early results. I felt your call. It was faint, yet it was clear. Never before has man possessed the ability to do what you did without the aid of the alexen in their blood.”

      “Did the Erlyn hear it?” Andr struggled to form the words between heavy breaths. He felt his tenuous grip on consciousness slipping as the overpowering exhaustion weighed him down. His body sank further toward the earth as his legs failed to support any weight. The steadying arms under his shoulders braced him, holding him aloft.

      The grin on Vox’s face grew. His gaze lifted from Andr to the forest before them.

      The response came not from the phrenic elementalist, but from without. The wave of emotion rushed over him from all sides as the Erlyn flooded his senses with a feeling of hope and of calm. The sensation was rejuvenating.

      There was a muffled rustle of leaves brushing together as if a gentle breeze moved through the trees. In front of him the woods rippled and swirled. Andr struggled to make out the image that materialized out of the contorting trees. After a moment, through blurred visions, the opening before him resolved.

      The gap that opened between the trees was wide and tall, easily accommodating the wagon flanked by Le’Dral’s rebel guards. A breath of air pushed through the opening. It was warm, heavy with the scent of earth and a lingering hint of ash. The surface of the road was flat and smooth, though it had the appearance of being heavily traveled and well maintained. Short grasses grew along the edges, though they hesitated to encroach on the hard-packed earth of the roadway.

      Glowing mosses were plentiful along the trees lining the path. At several seemingly random intervals, wide patches of dappled light streamed in from gaps in the foliage high above. In the distance, it was obvious that a clearing opened. The area was bright, shining through the gloom of the pathway like a beacon in the trees.

      Without a word, the procession of wagons and tributes moved forward. Le’Dral was at the lead, ushering the weary fugitives into the mouth of the path. Vox eased Andr to the side of the roadway, allowing the procession to move beyond.

      The captain grinned as he greeted Andr with an appreciative nod.

      Ramm paused for a moment to place his hand on Andr’s shoulder. A gentle wave of appreciation flowed from him before he continued on. Andr caught the view of Ryl’s unconscious form as the wagon slipped by.

      Several meters later, at the head of the tributes, Cray viewed the mercenary with a look of unrestrained awe.
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      Commotion abounded in the inner sanctum of the Erlyn. The activity was endless, choreographed by the animated Mender Jeffers. The captain’s guards who remained in the clearing, though they numbered few, worked diligently arranging the wounded inside the chambers of the closest trees to the disguised path they’d entered on.

      The tributes made themselves comfortable in the interior of the adjacent trees. Their quarters were cramped, yet they encompassed the space within three of the five remaining trunks. With little to no belongings, they placed their meager possessions on the ground, staking claim to their earthen sleeping spots.

      Cray had placed his light, threadbare pack down close to the entrance of the tree nearest to that of the injured. The interior chamber under the roots of the great tree was vast. The weary tributes squeezed themselves into the opening, though there were several more trees ringing the circle. The potential of greater personal space was dwarfed by the collective mentality of the beleaguered tributes to err on the side of security and safety in numbers over personal comfort.

      The last few days had been a whirlwind of fervent activity. They had prepared with morose necessity to bid farewell to another group of their peers. The Harvest was a somber occasion that repeated cycle upon cycle.

      The sudden interruption and appearance of the black-cloaked guard and wagon was unsettling. The animosity and hatred that poured from them were palpable. Strangely enough, Cray felt it wash over him like a wave. Without warning, the sensation shifted.

      It was hope that spread over the crowd.

      Strange was a grossly insufficient word to describe what transpired after that.

      A tribute from last cycle’s Harvest had returned.

      Ryl had entered The Stocks at the head of a force that had defied the will and strength of a kingdom. Their flight had been rapid. They had been pushed hard for days on end. They were attacked time and time again. The sheer strength of the mysterious phrenic’s power was overwhelming. Unlikely allies were mustered to their cause. They fought, they bled, and they died to ensure the tributes reached their destination virtually unscathed.

      It was a different man who’d returned to set them free. They had shared few words since his sudden reappearance, yet the differences were evident. His exit from The Stocks, only one cycle past, had been startling.

      The entirety of that Harvest had been shocking.

      Ryl had stood his ground against the vile sub-master, unwittingly bringing a permanent end to his reign of terror and inhumanity. Rumors swirled that he’d survived multiple assassination attempts. Buildings and settlements throughout The Stocks, closest to his path, had been razed to the ground by suspicious fires.

      The most shocking, though entirely welcome occurrence happened only moments before the annual Harvest. The corpses of Master Delsith and his henchman were found in various stages of undress. Sarial’s bruised body was removed from the same room. It was moons before she regained full control of her capacities. Rumors again spread that it was Ryl who had sought vengeance for a lifetime of wrongs, yet at the time it was an impossible thought.

      After learning what they’d planned for Sarial, Cray would have willingly stood in line for the chance to enact a similar fate. He’d have walked with his head held high.

      Seeing Ryl’s power firsthand gave new weight to the popular theory. None knew what had transpired in the cycle since he’d strode through the Pining Gates. In his reemergence, Ryl had returned with an aura that commanded respect. Only a cycle had passed, yet he exuded a frightening maturity, one that was far greater than his age.

      His presence was potent. Cray could feel Ryl’s sensation as he walked among the tributes. It was a confusing aura; it drew the tributes to him with an undeniable magnetism. Cray felt caught in its uncontrollable pull.

      He wandered the expansive clearing, his eyes roving over the massive trees that ringed the area. His gaze scanned the silent woods that surrounded them. The growth was far thicker here than he was accustomed to seeing on the pathway through the Erlyn’s midst. Though his wandering was random, it was of little surprise to him that his path ended at the base of the tree where the wounded had been off-loaded.

      Where they had taken Ryl.

      Cray’s curious eyes peered into the interior of the dimly lit chamber. A small fire burned in the center of the cleared dirt floor. Several lanterns along the walls provided ample illumination for the room. The temperature inside the hidden confines of the woods was ideal. The added heat from the small blaze was unnecessary, though it certainly wasn’t unwelcome. Surviving as a tribute, Cray had grown accustomed to being cold. It was an expected product of poor quality clothing and even more lacking nutrition.

      Mender Jeffers was at the helm of a large gathering of men and women. Both tributes and guards alike, anyone with any semblance of skill as a mender, were in attendance, tasked with seeing to the needs of the growing number of wounded. The activity in the hollowed-out base of the tree was dizzying, though coordinated in its underlying care.

      A group exited the interior with haste. Cray backed a step away as the captain hastened from the chamber. He walked with purpose, directing orders to another of his soldiers who walked at his side. Close in his wake, the two cloaked warriors followed silently.

      Their faces were hidden beneath impenetrable shadows that revealed only a fraction of their lower lips and chins. They were phrenics, a name that had been erased from the history of Damaris. As a boy, Cray had heard of the mythical prowess of the legendary Taben and his army. So few had pushed back the tide of the Outland Horde that threatened to exterminate all life in the kingdom over one thousand cycles in the past.

      His eyes followed them with a rapt interest that was impossible to disguise. They walked with a confidence that was unfaltering. Though they were likely far superior in skill, they had never taken any steps to assert their dominance over their charges. They had remained tight lipped, conversing in but a few words. The hoods that cloaked their faces in shadows had remained drawn as if they were fixed over their heads.

      Ryl had explained that all the tributes carried in them the same blood that granted these mythical warriors their powers. Cray had struggled to search his mind since his eyes had been opened to the truth, yet he felt no different. He felt as normal, as plain as ever.

      Was Ryl wrong about him?

      Was he wrong about the tributes?

      Though Cray could see not the tangent of their eyes, he could feel their presence as they passed. It was an unnatural warmth and a welcome that seemed to exude from their cores. The larger of the two, a veritable mountain of a man, nodded subtly as he exited. The phrenic moved with a silent grace and agility that belied his massive size.

      His eyes followed the group as they made their way to the path that had materialized in the solid forest. He watched as Le’Dral, the phrenics, and the majority of the guards moved along with the wagons. The final trip would complete the emptying of Tabenville. The remainder of the supplies, soldiers, and Lei Guard, still unconscious and bound, would be reunited in the security of the forest. By the time the sun set on the day, any who happened upon the village would find nothing but empty buildings and the pervasive mists of the waterfall.

      Cray had walked that gloomy pathway through the Erlyn more times than he could count, yet the woods had never revealed its secrets before this day. Rumors circled through the tributes like a breeze through the trees, the hushed whispers like the quiet rustle of leaves.

      They said it was the mercenary who opened the path through the woods. Hushed words spoke of a power that was inconceivable, one that had never graced the body of one without alexen in their blood. Even the phrenics seemed to view the warrior with reverence at his action.

      Whatever the action, it had taken a visible toll. The life and energy had appeared to drain from the mercenary. Though he could tell the warrior struggled to maintain appearances, as Cray passed, he noted the dramatic effects. It was the cloaked phrenic who held him aloft. The knees of the mercenary shook under the light strain of minimal weight.

      Cray had met his eyes briefly. They were unfocused, yet seemed to flash with recognition as they locked momentarily. The look he gave was confusing. It was as if there were a dam holding back a flood of information, of emotion that pushed to escape.

      He shook his head, ridding it of the worrisome thoughts that intruded. As the last of the retreating party disappeared into the gloom of the forest path, Cray turned his attention to the interior of the tree. He scanned the makeshift clinic. His eyes inadvertently moved to a pair of bodies resting quietly along the edge of the far wall. They had been placed at a distance from the closest of the injured. The area around them seemed purposefully devoid of activity. He recognized them both immediately. One was a cloaked warrior who had arrived with Ryl’s party.

      The other was Ryl.

      Cray stopped in the entrance to the chamber. He leaned against the right edge of the massive root that formed one border of the door. Craning his head around the edge, he squinted as he peered into the interior. He could make out the shallow, yet rhythmic rise and fall of Ryl’s chest while he breathed. The urge to rush to his side was undeniable, yet there was something more, something he’d not yet experienced. There was an unmistakable force that repelled him. Though it was overwhelmed by the attraction, its presence was clear.

      “If you’ve any skill as a mender, they could surely use the assistance.”

      Cray jumped as the voice from the interior startled him. The tone was weary, yet contained strength and confidence. He pivoted his head to the speaker, surprised to find the mercenary staring back at him. Andr leaned casually against the inner edge of the tree’s doorway. Though his pose was relaxed, the wooden wall no doubt aided in supporting his fatigued body. His left hand was on his hip; his right rested on the pommel of his sword.

      “I’ve never had the inclination nor the time to investigate or hone any skills aside from farm labor.” Cray stumbled through the words.

      Andr offered a pained smile in response.

      “Aye, that’s a tragic truth, and the kingdom has suffered from the loss,” the mercenary commiserated. “The world is changing in more ways than you are yet to understand, my friend. The time will come soon when your true calling, the calling of all the tributes, will be made clear.”

      Cray offered the mercenary a confused look. Their eyes met; the mercenary’s gaze was probing. Cray averted his eyes as it became uncomfortable. He let his eyes wander the injured, picking out the tributes among them, again finding their way to Ryl.

      “He’s changed in ways I cannot fathom since his departure last cycle,” Cray noted.

      Andr tracked his gaze, grunting in approval at the comment.

      “Aye. Ryl’s weathered more storms than many, even if they had multiple lives to lead,” Andr admitted. “He’ll recover from this. I fear one of these days though, he’ll push himself beyond the limits to where there’s no coming back.”

      Cray was puzzled by the fatherly tone that resounded from the mercenary. The stories he’d heard of their exploits had likely given way to a great deal of over exaggeration. Both tribute and guard alike revered the battle-worn mercenary as if he were something out of legend. There was something in the tales, however, that he failed to understand. That he couldn’t comprehend. It was an unanswered question that tugged at his consciousness. He inhaled a deep, steadying breath as he carefully phrased the question in his mind. When he found his voice, it was far more feeble than he’d intended.

      “Please take no offense to the question I ask,” the tribute offered as a weak initial defense. “Why did you follow Ryl? Why did you journey into assured death? I can’t believe it was for money alone.”

      Cray’s voice trailed off as the mercenary fixed his gaze on him. To his surprise, there was no indication of annoyance in his eyes. In fact, for an instant, they sparkled with what he could only describe as pride. A hint of a smile tugged up the corner of his lips. The show of emotion was fleeting, fading as quickly as it had appeared. For an instant, he felt calmed by the lack of reproach from the mercenary.

      The serene moment faded with a tangible force. What followed was a response that struck him with a power that shocked him to his core. The pained look on Andr’s face conveyed the emotion that Cray felt course through him. It was as if the mercenary projected the feeling from within. The strength of the sensation was strangely reminiscent of the feeling of hope that had imminently preceded Ryl’s return. Whereas Ryl’s message was uplifting, breathing life into the weary tributes, this was dark and endlessly cold. Chills swept across his skin, rolling up his arms like a wave. Cray felt as if a massive weight had been deposited upon his shoulders. His knees quivered and his breaths ran short and rapid. The despair, regret and dread nearly forced him to the ground.

      His shock at the potent response and his fear of reproach vanished as he again caught the eyes of the mercenary. It was apparent that the emotion that Cray felt was similar to what Andr was experiencing. Unlike Cray, the effect upon the mercenary, however, was short-lived. Andr’s hand had fallen to the handle of his sword, his body turning to address the threat.

      Inside the chamber of the massive tree, those wounded who still possessed coherent consciousness reeled from the onslaught of emotion. Moans swelled from all sides of the chamber. Cray watched as Mender Jeffers collapsed to his knees, failing under the force of the pressure.

      The sword cleared Andr’s sheath, ringing a note that momentarily snapped him from the dejection that raged through his body. All throughout the room, the wounded and those caring for them struggled to maintain their composure. Much like the mender, many had collapsed.

      Andr moved away, his actions seemingly free from the emotion that held the remainder of the makeshift clinic in check. Cray felt his heart skip a beat as he noted the figure standing at the opposite side of the room.

      Cloaked in the tattered apparel of a tribute, the man stood, impervious to the deluge of despair. His features were gaunt. His skin was stretched over his bones highlighting a life of poor nutrition and forced servitude. Cray had lived among the tributes for long enough to understand the ravages of the life they led. They were usually nothing more than skin and bones. Pale, withered reflections of what they could have been.

      The hue of his skin was different. Cray could see the lines of black that streaked down his arms, staining the skin around them. Tendrils of darkness reached up his neck, lancing their way onto his face.

      The withered frame looked fragile, yet stood with a frightful power that poured from his body. Through the hatred and maleficence that was written across his face, Cray recognized a man he once knew. The features were too familiar to ignore.

      Elias towered over the room.
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      Andr charged across the interior of the hollowed-out base of the tree, his careful footsteps hurdling over ailing tribute and guard alike. Cray felt his feet frozen in place. The despair, malevolence, and terror locked him to the ground as if he were encased in stone.

      The blackened husk that was Elias cocked his head slightly to the side, regarding the approach of the armed mercenary with abject boredom. His gaze moved downward, rapidly cataloguing those being treated. His eyes bulged slightly as they found their mark. A wicked grin, more snarl than smile, tugged up on the corner of his lips.

      They settled on the still form of Ryl.

      The cunning mercenary had clearly grasped his intent, his path aiming toward his incapacitated charge. With a growl, a deep guttural rumble, Elias lurched forward, moving with wraithlike agility. Cray was horrified at the speed of the motion. It was as if his body was nothing more than a fleeting shadow crossing the dimly lit interior. Andr’s approach paled in comparison.

      Elias’s advance collided with one of Le’Dral’s guards who had been drafted into duty within the makeshift clinic. The man, who’d only days earlier stood firm in the face of the approaching cavalry, was locked in a panic. His body was hunched over, curling into a crude fetal position.

      The hateful force of Elias fell upon the doomed soldier with lethal ferocity and impossible speed. The assault was over in the blink of an eye. Before the guard could react, his body was twisted violently by his head. Cray cringed as the grating and snapping of bone roared through the chamber. His executioner carried the body forward for a few meters, removing the sword that rested unused at his hip. As he tossed the limp corpse to his side, he slashed outward with the blade. The absent thrust cut a deep line across the deceased guard’s face. A spray of crimson splashed outward, leaving a dripping line of red among the crowded wounded.

      Another pressing wave of fear crashed into Cray, forcing him back a step. He inadvertently cowered as his back reached the interior wall of the chamber. He slid down along the cool, smoothed bark of the massive tree’s roots. Guards and tributes alike shuddered as the emotion tore through them like a scythe. Knees buckled as men and women who had nearly succumbed to the initial round of abuse collapsed at the second.

      The light in the room seemed to dim as the strength of the assault swelled beyond that of the first. A black shadow pushed outward from Elias. The air in the chamber compressed as if the atmosphere was choked by the overwhelming hatred and fear.

      He watched in horror as the blackened version of Elias cut through another pair of Le’Dral’s guards. They had been in the process of diligently caring for the recovering tributes. Both had been halted by the latest wave of paralyzing fear. Elias butchered them without compassion. His motions only slowed for a moment. He was moving by the time their lifeless bodies reached the ground. He made no attempt to avoid the sprays of blood. His cloak was slick with crimson. Vibrant red dots stained the pale skin of his face.

      Andr’s pace never slowed through the onslaught. He skipped over the ailing bodies lined up on the floor. He hurdled a guard who was frozen in fear, curled up on the ground, his arms wrapped tightly around his knees. The trajectory of his sprint led him straight toward the still forms of Ryl and Kaep along the rear wall of the tree’s chamber. His feet skidded across the earthen floor as his breakneck pace halted before his immobile companions. A small cloud of dust flowed beyond him. The patter of tiny chunks of dirt was audible throughout the chamber as they rained down on Ryl.

      Elias slowed as the mercenary turned to meet his advance. His arms hung slack at his sides as he came to a stop a few meters from Andr. For a moment, all was still in the chamber. Most, Cray included, were seemingly paralyzed with the abject fear that weighed them down. Blood dripped from the tip of Elias’s sword, beating a steady cadence on the hard-packed floor.

      Andr stood at the ready, his body blocking Elias from the phrenics at his rear. His sword was drawn though he held the tip low. He waited, anticipating the corrupted tribute’s next move. He exuded a confidence that was palpable. To Cray, it was an awe-inspiring sight.

      Elias paced slowly. His head cocked slightly side to side as his blackened eyes darted across the room; they were chilling, cold, calculating. Both men were locked in a duel of preparation.

      Anticipation.

      It was Elias who struck the first blow.

      The attack came not with the sword, but with emotion. His feeling pulsed outward, suffocating the room with a raw, potent force that dwarfed his previous onslaughts. Around him, the chamber dimmed as a wave of blackness swelled from his core. The dull light of the flickering lanterns mounted to the walls faded as if the darkness was too thick for their rays to penetrate.

      All through the room, those not incapacitated by injury shrank away. They cowered at the sensory attack that hammered into them all, driving them into the floor. Cray was hardly immune from the assault. His heart raced, thundering in his ears as it hammered against his chest. Panic surged through him.

      His body cried out. The urge to flee was intense, yet his feet were rooted to the ground. The internal torment was agonizing. It was as if his body and mind were about to rend him in two.

      He raised his hands instinctually, clamping down on the muscles in his core to protect himself as the wave of shadow that accompanied the emotion slammed into him.

      It was cold.

      Hateful.

      Cray struggled to maintain his view of the two warriors on the opposite side of the room.

      Of all in the room, Andr seemed entirely unfazed by the onslaught. His eyes were locked onto Elias.

      Focused.

      His right hand squeezed the hilt of a naked blade. He flexed his fingers, finding a comfortable hold on the wicked, curved sword they’d confiscated from the ill-fated Lei Guard. Andr’s knuckles whitened under the force before relaxing again into their natural lethal grip. The tip of the blade remained angled downward toward the earthen floor at his side, yet his body was coiled in preparation.

      The quiet that blanketed the chamber was deafening.

      Yet it wasn’t to last.

      Elias’s blackened eyes glared at Andr. The malice in their intent was palpable. The corners of his lips curled into a snarl that was eerily feral. In the flickering light in the room, dimmed by the wave of blackness, his teeth glistened.

      Andr met his agitated stare with a look of intensity that was chilling in its calmness. The mercenary rolled his shoulders as the hint of a smirk tugged up on the corner of his lips.

      With a growl, guttural and wild, Elias charged forward.

      Andr leapt forward a few steps, meeting the powered charge without faltering. Their blades met, sparking as they slammed into each other. The movements of Elias were dizzying in their sheer speed and ferocity. Andr, his back to Ryl and Kaep, struggled valiantly to maintain in the face of the onslaught. Across his garments, thin razor cuts began to blossom. The slashes leaked crimson, quickly staining the mercenary’s tattered clothing.

      Andr moved with a shocking speed that closely matched the attacking demon. His effort, dauntless as it might have been, was destined to fail. His actions were solely on the defensive. The snarl grew across the face of the wicked, shadowed version of Elias as blow after blow began to strike home. His awe of the mercenary’s defense morphed into utter horror as the reality of the situation dawned on Cray.

      His eyes roved the room. Most men and women capable of holding a blade, guard and tribute alike, were pinned to the floor, victims of the oppressive wave of hate, fear, and malice that crushed them down.

      Still, Andr fought.

      His defense was failing. Cray knew it was but moments before he watched the mercenary—revered by the tributes as Ryl’s savior, and one who had risked all to see to their freedom—was to be cut down before his eyes. Only days earlier, the man had thrown himself in front of the blade from atop his charging horse to save him.

      The frustration that burned within his body raged at the sight. At the affront to his eyes. Cray felt as if his blood boiled as the anger took over.

      He was on his feet before he realized his body had encouraged the action. There was a sudden flare, a momentary flash of searing pain as he leapt forward, breaking the bond of the hatred and fear that had kept his feet rooted to the ground. His body was propelled forward, as if drawn by a force not his own. Cray lunged forward in defense of the stranger who’d willingly sacrificed himself to exact their survival.

      Heat lanced through him as he charged forward toward the fray. The distance, some twenty meters, seemed to vanish in an impossibly short time. With a scream of pure rage, unarmed and without training, he threw himself into the fight.

      Cray had acted impulsively. He’d given no thought to what he could do. What he would do as he entered the vicious duel between trained swordsmen. Few would have dared enter a battle between the Lei Guard and the mercenary. A spark flashed as swords clashed with lethal intent to his front. He dropped his shoulder, gritting his teeth as he anticipated the impact with Elias.

      For a moment, the attention of the attack turned from Andr. The precision focus altered as it accounted for its new attacker. The mercenary lunged forward as the distraction granted him a window of opportunity. The flat of his blade hammered against the exposed forearm of Elias. The Lei Guard roared in rage.

      His blade fell to the floor, kicking up chunks of packed dirt as it bounced once before settling to the ground.

      With agility that he could scarcely comprehend, Elias, though disarmed, pulled back from Andr. He twisted his body an instant before the charging tribute made contact. Cray’s satisfaction was short-lived.

      His relief turned to panic.

      He felt the iron grips of Elias’s hands clench down on his shoulders. Pain surged through his arms as they squeezed their hold. Elias spun his body, carrying Cray with his rotation. The tribute’s feet lost their contact with the ground. Elias used the momentum of his attack, accelerating as he spun round.

      Cray wasn’t sure where in the rotation Elias released his hold. The whole world spun around him as he flailed uncontrollably through the air. He felt a jolt of pain, accompanied by a curse, as his unexpected flight collided with another body.

      He recognized the voice.

      Andr toppled over him as his body crashed into the mercenary’s lower legs.

      Though the turn of events was jarring, Cray found himself back on his feet within a blink of an eye. Sticking out of the ground less than a pace away, the wicked, curved sword that Andr held, once the possession of the Lei Guard, wobbled gently side to side. Its tip was buried a hand’s width into the floor of the chamber.

      Cray grabbed the blade with his right hand. His fingers closed around the grip, flexing as they squeezed the worn wrapping. The blade seemed to sing, a high-pitched note that sounded through the room as it slid free from the dirt. Though he’d held a blade only a few times in his life, he felt strangely comfortable with the weapon in his hand. As if he’d been training with it for cycles.

      His feet shifted, widening their stance, his knees bent slightly. Coiled, ready to strike.

      For that instant, he felt a sudden calm flow over him. It was wavering. His grasp on the unexpected serenity was tenuous, though it coated every fiber of his being.

      The figure standing several paces to his front shattered his newfound determination with a single motion. Elias had not been idle as Cray had scrambled for the blade.

      Andr stood, though not of his own volition. The mercenary struggled, though his actions were futile, wrapped in the steely grips of the Lei Guard. Elias’s left arm was curled around the mercenary, locking him in place. The other slowly lifted a blade, the razor’s edge coming to a stop against Andr’s bare neck.

      The horror must have been apparent, written across Cray’s face like writing in a book. Elias glared at him, his hateful stare stabbing through him like a knife. The wicked grin that spread across his face was haunting, more feral than human. The blackness, gone in the days prior, now pulsed out from around him, its inky tendrils reaching out like feelers.

      His eyes quickly darted across the room before returning to rest on Cray.

      “You’ll watch this one die,” Elias growled. His raspy voice was hushed, yet the words and intent were clear. He pointed the blade in his hand toward Cray as he continued.

      “You will be next,” he hissed.

      Cray watched in desperation as the blade inched closer to Andr’s neck. The mercenary’s struggle intensified, yet he was helpless in the arms of the Lei Guard. The attempt was hopeless, yet Cray refused—his body refused to remain idle watching. The scream built up in his throat as he sprang forward.

      “Elias, no,” came the cry from behind Cray.

      The voice was frantic, powered by raw emotions so strong They were palpable. He felt desperation, an infinite sadness, and compassion tear through him as the sound rang throughout the room. He stumbled as the voice from behind seemed to push him as he lunged at Elias.

      Though he’d never known that force, he’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      It was Sarial.

      Cray staggered forward for a step, risking a momentary glance behind him. Sarial stood while the rest of the room still cowered beneath the weight of Elias’s assault. Her posture was rigid, her arms hung down at her sides, her hands clenched into tight fists.

      The look painted across her face was chilling. Sarial’s eyes were wide. They spoke of unending pain and of loss. She was the eldest of the tributes by numerous cycles. Her curse was to remain for cycles beyond when most here were gone. How many had she seen Harvested in her time within The Stocks? Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Elias, please,” she whispered as Cray’s head whipped back to Andr and his captor.

      Elias’s blade had been moving for a killing strike. A fatal slash to the neck that would have painted the surroundings in a spray of crimson. It now hovered a finger’s width from Andr’s skin. The snarl still remained as it tugged up on the corners of his lips, yet, it had softened, releasing ever so slightly. His head tilted a degree to the side as if out of curiosity. The emotions held in his eyes were the most telling.

      Swirling in his blackened orbs was a look that was starkly incongruous to the sheer hatred still written across his face. The depth of his eyes spoke of sorrow, pain, and an innate fear that dwarfed any emotion he’d projected thus far.

      The blade in his hands wavered. The hints of movement reflected flashes of light from the lanterns and fire spread throughout the room. Cray felt the sudden shift in the atmosphere as the paralyzing dread slowly withdrew. There were muffled sounds of motion from all sides of the chamber as guards and tributes alike struggled in their fight to rise as the crushing weight subsided.

      Elias let his blade lower. His hand moved slightly to Andr’s side, though his grip remained firm. Cray, following suit, lowered the angle of his sword, the point falling toward the floor. He locked eyes with the man, the tribute he had known for cycles. For a fleeting moment, he registered the unmistakable look of familiarity. There was a flicker of understanding, the sparkle of life in Elias’s eyes.

      With a jarring suddenness, much like fingers snuffing out a candle’s fragile flame, the flicker of humanity vanished. The deep, chilling orbs once more viewed him with disgust, disdain, and pure, unrelenting malice.

      Elias growled, a roar that sounded like the shrieking of an injured beast. The surge of dread that exploded from his core was unrelenting. Any will that Cray possessed to stand, to fight, faltered as he was forced to the ground. A wave of blackness crashed outward, coating the room in its entirety.

      Elias raised his sword. With one fluid motion, he slammed the pommel into the side of Andr’s head. The mercenary’s legs went limp as he was tossed forward. Cray had no time to move.

      Andr slammed into him, toppling him to the ground as the darkened wave of hatred blotted out the light in the room.
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      The dim, flickering torchlight momentarily wreaked havoc on Andr’s vision as he blinked his eyes open. His hand rose gingerly to his head. He winced aloud as the bump and wound protested his touch. He gently traced his fingers across the gash on his head, counting the fine lines of the sutures that held the wound closed. Around the area his hair was matted, still sticky in places.

      With little effort, he raised himself to a seated position. The room spun halfheartedly before calming. He squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating on stopping the errant swirling of his surroundings through steady, rhythmic breathing. The heavy scents of earth and smoke mingled with a potent, unmistakable stench of dried blood.

      His ears caught the notes of a commotion in the distance. Voices were animated. There was shouting though the words were unintelligible.

      “You’re lucky he didn’t kill you,” a quiet voice intoned. It’s monotone timbre spoke matter-of-factly. Andr blinked again as he focused on the worried face of Mender Jeffers at his side. The diligent healer looked weary. Bags of darkened skin under his eyes showed his fatigue.

      “Aye, that I am,” Andr grumbled in response. He quickly surveyed the room. A few guards tread quietly among the wounded and recovering. The muffled crunch of their cautious steps on the hard earthen floor and hushed voices whispered throughout the chamber.

      Andr found little difficulty gaining his footing, though the steadying arms of the mender assisted him nonetheless. The throbbing of the wound on his head increased as he rose to his feet. Squeezing his eyes shut again, he inhaled a deep breath as he gave his body a moment to adjust.

      Images of the attack flashed to view. Andr snapped his eyes open, roving the room with his gaze. His inquisitive looks darted from body to body as he pivoted rapidly. He felt the instantaneous cold sweat of nervousness as his heart skipped. His breath caught in his throat.

      “Where’s Cray?” he blurted out.

      Andr scanned the room with renewed vigor. His voice was harsh. The mender regarded him with a strange look for a moment before replying.

      “The boy is fine. He’s out with the others,” Jeffers intoned. “He was reckless, nearly finding himself impaled in the process. He stood his ground. Thankfully he never needed to use that sword. I doubt his training would have lived up to yours.”

      Andr felt his body release the breath it had inadvertently been holding as his visual search had continued.

      “What of the others?” the mercenary inquired. His gaze stopped on Ryl. His still form looked peaceful resting where it lay. The rise and fall of his chest were apparent from beneath the dark grey phrenic cloak that covered his body. Andr knelt, retrieving his sword belt that had been removed, and placed aside his makeshift cot on the floor.

      Jeffers sighed as he continued, “Three guards are dead. And …”

      Andr’s eyes widened. The expression on his face went slack.

      “Kaep,” Andr interrupted.

      Jeffers’s eyes fell to the floor. He exhaled deeply. The height of his shoulders seemed to settle deeper than they had been moments earlier.

      “He was a man possessed,” Jeffers stated wearily. “I’m afraid I saw but little of what happened. The fear. It was paralyzing. Sarial called to him. It seemed for a moment it broke the spell.”

      “That it did,” Andr acknowledged. “I owe her my life.”

      From his helpless position in Elias’s arms, he had no way of viewing the response that had played out across the shell of a tribute’s face. The wave of emotion that had surged from her body and rolled through him was profound. It was powerful yet unrefined.

      It was raw.

      Andr was well aware of the strength of a phrenic’s natural ability. Training with Ryl and the others in Vim had conditioned him to the extrinsic feelings. Elias’s response to her emotion was powerful. The pressure of the blade against his neck had eased considerably. He’d felt the tension, the anticipatory excitement that had built in the would-be assassin’s muscles pause, releasing for a moment. Her words seemed to be a salve for the hatred that had overtaken him. The moment was brief. The sharp, stinging pain in his head was all he recalled from that moment on.

      “It’s likely that she saved us all,” Jeffers breathed. His voice was hushed, though it dripped with reverence and adoration. His vision moved to the exit of the chamber, seeking the object of his attention.

      The tension was still apparent from the garbled conversations from outside. There were several forms silhouetted against the backdrop of a roaring fire, yet the focus of the commotion was elsewhere. He squinted his eyes, peering out of the chamber, searching for details of the happenings without.

      Jeffers noted the attention of the mercenary as he snapped from his momentary distraction.

      “They’re likely still arguing over what to do with the Lei Guard, with Ryl incapacitated,” he announced. “Elias’s actions have formed quite the rift. There are those among both guard and tribute who are calling for their immediate deaths. More still can’t bear the thought of slaughtering those who only cycles ago were likely friends, or at worst case shared the same indentured fate.”

      Andr let the statement settle over him for a moment as he pondered the options. Both sides could make a compelling argument. Still, butchering the unconscious was a task even he cringed to consider.

      “Aye. I can see the argument for both.” Andr shook his head slowly. “What of the phrenics? Have they inserted their wisdom?”

      “Your companions have said but little,” Jeffers noted. “One has remained on constant watch of the Lei Guard while the other has ventured out into the Erlyn. They seek Kaep. I believe they’re both there now.”

      Andr ventured a glance back at Ryl. His face cracked a momentary grin upon the sight of his friend. Ryl would have overturned every fallen leaf in the forest to find her. If only he would wake. He knew there would be no force strong, or foolish, enough to hold him back.

      “Thank you again for the help, Jeffers,” Andr said. He patted the mender on the shoulder as he strode toward the door. His path weaved around the bodies of both guard and tributes alike.

      The atmosphere outside the makeshift clinic was surprisingly warm despite the darkness that had befallen the land. Andr glanced skyward. His gaze was rewarded by the twinkling of stars in a clear night sky that was visible through the large gap in the trees. The dull light from the moon poured through the opening, bathing the area in a glow that appeared abnormally bright. He shrugged off the discrepancy.

      Strange things seemed to follow the phrenics.

      Seemed to follow Ryl.

      The majority of the massive opening was calm, the bulk of activity focused on one area. Between the moonlight, bonfire, and torches that were suspended from the base of the massive trees, navigating the area was a simple task. His trained eyes captured the shadows of the patrolling guards who stalked along the forest’s edge. All but one of the great hollowed-out trunks were now in use by their makeshift army. The last remained dark, though occupied nonetheless. Andr understood the identity of the temporary inhabitants.

      A large gathering, several hundred strong, swelled around the grassy exterior of this darkened shelter. Heated discussion carried through the still of the inner sanctum of the woods. Even from his position, well away from the meeting, it was clear that party lines had been drawn. Verbal arguments from the dueling sides crashed against each other, breaking like waves rolling against the shore. Neither appeared to be making any headway.

      As Andr approached, the voices resolved into more than just noise. He quickened his steps as the inflections became more hostile.

      “We’ve turned our back on the kingdom to protect you. There’s no stopping those demons in there,” a guard shouted at the group massed before the doorway. From behind him came an echoing of similar sentiment.

      “You saw what just one of them did.”

      “They’ll kill us all.”

      “There’s no hope left for them.”

      Andr was surprised to see a handful of tributes mixed in with the lot.

      The opposing side stood with their backs protectively to the opening of the tree. Within the shelter, the bound, unconscious shells of the Lei Guard remained. The sentiment here was of mercy. Their numbers were far greater.

      Standing in the opening of the tree, arms crossed across his chest, was a veritable mountain of a man. The phrenic, Ramm, stood like a statue, forming an immovable doorway to the captives within.

      “These were our brothers. Our sisters. Have you forgotten that?” A man nearly as large as Ramm pushed to the front of the group. The twins flanked him on either side.

      For his part, Le’Dral stood in the middle of the two groups. His arms were outstretched as if he were singularly responsible for holding back the tide on both sides. For the moment, he held them at bay. His voice was raised, barking out orders to stand down to his troops, and pleading for calm among the incensed tributes.

      Andr was surprised to feel an unexpected surge of anger wash over his body. Having spent enough time with the phrenics, it was clear that the emotion was unplanned. The sensation was unfocused and raw. It was unrefined, pouring out as the stress of the situation pushed its host’s body beyond its limit.

      A wave of calm countered the release a moment later. It covered the group with a focused intent. Andr noted Vox appear from the entrance of the great tree before retreating below to stand guard over the Lei Guard within. Though several heads scattered among the assembled crowd turned, searching for the source, or puzzling at the unexpected balm, the tension largely remained. The tone of the raised voices, however, noticeably softened.

      Andr paused a few meters from the edge of the crowd. Scanning the group, he spied Nielix standing a few steps back from the captain. The Vigil was silent, though his eyes darted from person to person as if assessing the threat. Their eyes met for an instant. Andr shook his head as he acknowledged the futility of the current discussions.

      With a shrug of his shoulders, he stepped forward, edging closer to the crowd. Putting his fingers to his mouth, he issued a piercing, high-pitched whistle.

      “Enough,” the mercenary boomed.

      The silence that followed shortly was deafening. The weight of the attention that fell on him was crushing. He became the focal point for their contentious glares as he calmly strode into the gathering.

      All eyes followed him as he moved onward. His gaze carried over the group, meeting eyes with as many as possible. Andr felt his heart race for an instant as his vision locked with Cray’s. The look they shared was only a matter of a moment, yet he felt the thrill, the excitement in the connection.

      His boy lived. His son’s selfless act, though clumsy and untrained, had likely saved his life. Andr had been fighting a losing battle against Elias. He’d held his own, yet his actions had been permanently on the defensive. It was only a matter of time before he would have been cut down. Whether as the result of a fatal mistake or their poorly matched skill set, his death would have come momentarily.

      The pride swelled in him as he steered his path so it would pass beside Cray. Andr clapped his son on the shoulder, giving it a firm squeeze, though he continued moving. With a nod of his head, he mouthed the words, “Thank you,” as he carried on. The truth would need to come to light sooner rather than later. There had been too many close calls over the last few days. He resolved to let the boy know at the next possible opportunity.

      Andr stopped as he reached Le’Dral’s side. The mob of tributes and guards had seemed to constrict around the captain. He rotated in place as he surveyed the entirety of the assembled group.

      “Look at the faces of those who you have bound before you,” Andr called to the crowd, motioning to the opening of the tree behind him. “Their actions, while abhorrent, were certainly not their own. They, like some of you now, have been blinded by emotion. By hatred.”

      “They’re nothing but butchers now,” came the cry from a voice among the crowd to his rear. By the time he’d spun to face the speaker, the spokesman was anonymous.

      A distant wave of emotion rolled over him, tickling his senses. Unlike the uncoordinated, unrefined feelings from the tributes or the focused intent of the phrenics, this enveloped him, washing over him from all sides at once. Beginning as a slight tingle, it grew in intensity. Though it continued unrelenting, the sensation wasn’t constant. It seemed to ebb and flow, pulsing stronger and stronger, like the beating of a distant heart.

      “I’ve seen the life that these poor souls have to bear after their Harvest,” Andr continued, shrugging off the mounting sensation. If others in the group experienced a similar effect, none gave any outward indication of its presence.

      “There is no life but endless pain,” he explained. “Drop by drop they are broken. Drained with sluggish precision of every last speck of the essence that confined you to The Stocks in the first place. Of that which makes you an asset to them. It’s a power that they crave. A power that they fear.”

      The throbbing sensation intensified before suddenly shifting its emphasis. It crashed into him, a volume and a voice. It called to him. Andr paused, swinging his head toward the source. His feet moved of their own volition as he was drawn toward the border of the woods behind the edge of the massive tree.

      “Nothing will be gained from slaying those who are helpless in your grasps.” The words seemed to pour freely from his mouth, though his attention to the crowd waned. His focus was locked on the woods.

      “Don’t fall prey to the same hate that blinded them.” Andr’s words trailed off as he moved through the crowd.

      “What are we to do?” The question seemed to resonate from the lips of many. Andr paid them no mind.

      The thrum of the call lured him onward.

      Dav reached his side as he crossed beyond the outer edge of the gathering. They had parted before him like water around a stone. He moved as though there were none in his path.

      “Andr?” Dav asked. The worry was written across his face. Clearly evident in his voice. He placed a hand on Andr’s shoulder. The mercenary never faltered, stepping away as if nothing had happened.

      Andr felt as if he were an unwitting spectator within the prison that was his body. The occurrences around him grew increasingly nondescript. Motion blurred into mere colors and shades. Sounds muddled from words into an unintelligible garble of noise. To his ears the commotion sounded like the rustling of leaves in the face of a stiff breeze.

      The steady thrum of a pulse resounded. Its distinct beat was loud enough to hear atop the noise. He felt each percussive thump as it rippled through his body.

      As he progressed, the motion, the blurring in his peripherals steadily changed. The distorted images blurred further as the remaining details dissolved. The continued shift was disorienting, further confusing his senses. His surroundings appeared to move with a dizzying speed while at the same time freezing with the complete absence of motion. He found his mind was at a loss to comprehend.

      Ahead, a solitary image resolved.

      A single tree took shape from the edge of the Erlyn. The arboreal target was nondescript, ordinary, neither overly large nor undersized. He’d patrolled the boundaries of the circle prior to this moment. Heightened by a lifetime under duress, Andr considered his attention to the small, seemingly trivial details careful. Nothing had stood out previously. Why now was he drawn here?

      As was the case with much of the fabled forest, the views into the interior were sparse, even in broad daylight. With little more than the light of the moon and stars overhead, the deep, impenetrable darkness was absolute.

      Andr paused as he reached the edge of the woods. Ahead, the lone tree remained in focus. He struggled to scour the details of the forest on either side, yet they remained lost in a blur of color.

      The tree itself was unremarkable. Its bark was ashen in the pale moonlight, though streaks of orange highlighted the vertical grains and blemishes on its face. Overhead several branches curved outward. Their pointed leaves were toothed.

      The pull from within the forest swelled. Andr knew in that instant what he must do. Why he was drawn to the tree. With a deep steadying breath, he reached out his hand, placing it on the smooth bark.

      A sudden jolt of energy preceded the deluge of information.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The path ahead was clear. Andr found himself striding forward at a measured pace. Trees lined either side of the straight walkway wide enough to comfortably account for three abreast. A thick veil of bushes, brambles, and vines obscured the views further into the Erlyn’s midst. The thin trees on either side reached their branches inward, forming a low ceiling overhead.

      In the distance, he could make out the dull glow of moonlight as the pathway opened to another clearing. Scattered patches of glowing mosses provided faint illumination. The air inside the forest was still. The earthy scents were strong here. Gone were all hints of the acrid smoke and the thick metallic tang of dried blood that seemed to linger throughout their expansive shelter.

      The neatly swept appearance of the surface underfoot belied the infrequent use of the route he now traveled. The muffled impact of his foot as it struck the hard earth below was steady, rhythmic, as it stepped along with the tempo of his heart. The forest around seemed to pulse in time.

      Step after step he moved onward. He walked with a determined purpose, his focus set on the opening ahead. It wasn’t long before a second sound grew to his left. Andr heard the soft padding of footsteps approaching from the rear. The trained mercenary instinctually let his hand fall subtly to the hilt of his sword. The feel of the weapon’s grip in his hand was comforting, yet strangely enough he found no desire to unsheathe the blade. He knew he had nothing to fear here. With a casual ease, he pivoted his head, greeting the figure who approached.

      “You’ll have no use for that here, my friend,” the newcomer intoned. His head gestured to the weapon at Andr’s side.

      “Aye. I suppose it’s a force of habit,” Andr replied with a shrug of his shoulders. The man nodded in response.

      Andr needed no introduction to recognize the figure that now joined him. The body was partially opaque. The fleeting hint of the trees behind gave off a disconcerting sensation of motion. A thin, faint green glow shone from the outline of his form though it cast no light on the ground underfoot.

      He wore a long grey cloak with the hood raised. The shadow obscured the view of the upper half of his face. A wispy grey beard stretched downward from his chin. His right arm was exposed from the shoulder down to his hand. From where his cloak stopped, the skin was covered in an intricate array of tattoos. The details were astounding yet undeniably perplexing. They appeared to move with a speed that defied the ability to make out their designs.

      Da’agryn.

      The prophet matched his steps with ease. A smile invaded the corners of his lips.

      The ancient phrenic, or whatever form he remained in, moved along at his side. The pace of his ethereal form matched the rhythm of his own, the sound of their footsteps merged together into one steady pace. Andr had the distinct impression that the noise of Da’agryn’s motions was more for a show of realism. It was a subtle touch, used to alleviate any undue surprise at his sudden appearance. Andr risked a brief glance downward. The prophet’s feet moved in time with his yet appeared to fade into the earthen path below.

      Da’agryn’s form wavered as he walked silently at his side.

      “Where are you taking me?” Andr inquired.

      “It is not I who am taking you anywhere,” Da’agryn replied softly. His voice was airy. He sounded weary. “In this venture, I am as surprised as you.”

      Andr was puzzled by the comment.

      “How could you not know? You’ve been a part of this forest for ages.” He immediately regretted the tone and inflection of his voice. His face gave away his emotion. Da’agryn chuckled at his side.

      The sound was more like leaves rustling in the trees than human laughter.

      “The Erlyn has always maintained her wonders,” the prophet intoned as he spread his arms wide toward the woods at both sides. “Remember, she is as alive as you are. There are likely secrets that will remain hers to keep for ages still.”

      Andr’s eyes roved the pathway ahead. They ran from one side to the other, cataloging every detail they could grasp. He peered into the depths with wonder. How could one place hold so much unseen for so long? A new appreciation for his surroundings swelled from within.

      “You see, there is little of her domain left in this world,” the prophet opined. “Her power used to be vast. The majesty of her boughs stretched hundreds of miles. What is left of her influence has been condensed. For her part, she is willing to assist. It is an offering that should not be taken lightly.”

      Andr opened his mouth to reply. The boon that the woods had provided him had already likely saved his life on multiple occasions. Though he’d been curious about the extent of the woodskin, its strength had been put on display as his chest had borne the brunt of a guard’s blade. What should have been a mortal wound had amounted to nothing more than torn clothing and a scratch.

      “I do not imply that you take for granted the gifts she willingly provided,” Da’agryn interrupted. “Weak as she may be, her domain will yet be of assistance to you, your kind, the phrenics, and those you know as the tributes.”

      As Da’agryn finished speaking, Andr reacted to a tingling along his right side. The air between his body and the wooden edge of the pathway took on a noticeably altered state. The air had a density that he could feel. It weighed on him with a pressure that was incongruous with normal air. It seemed to crackle with energy and power. The tiny hairs on his exposed arm stood tall, pulling toward the magnetic attraction of the anomaly.

      Andr turned his head to his right. The woods beside him were unremarkable from the rest of the pathway that surrounded him. He noted the slightest hint of distortion. A faint shimmering of the air at his side seemed to shift on its own. He gently waved his hand outward, the tingle of electricity grew, yet his arm continued without pause.

      “The Erlyn has something she desires to show us, so we follow,” Da’agryn stated matter-of-factly.

      The clearing ahead resolved as they steadily approached. Though his vision was shielded by the narrow confines of the pathway, Andr noted the presence of several slender trees. They were all slightly varying shades of light grey. All had the disturbing appearance of being dead, almost petrified.

      The arboreal pathway ended without warning. Andr let out an involuntary gasp as the scene unfolded before him. The clearing ahead was unlike any he’d seen before within the interior of the forest. He glanced at the prophet to his side. For his part, the ancient phrenic examined the area with a noted air of surprise.

      The clearing was rectangular in shape, stretching perhaps twenty meters at its width and easily double that in length. Tall, slender trees were scattered throughout; their variety was unknown. For the first several meters the trunks were smooth and straight. Their bark was a bland ashy color. It was thin and brittle looking. In places, it had peeled away from the trunk, like parchment curling from the heat of a flame, revealing the similarly shaded wood behind it.

      Several meters up, a curious ring of uniformed-sized branches spread out from the trunk. The offshoots were stubby, riddled with knots and twigs. Higher up, thin branches split off at random, though all were squat like those below. None held a single leaf. Draping down from the first ring of branches, however, long tendrils of charcoal-colored vines reached almost to the ground.

      Andr looked at the earth around the base of the tree. No leaves littered the soil. Though the trees appeared dead. No errant twigs crowded the gaps between their trunks. Strangely enough, the pungent smell of rotting leaves wafted into his nose as a mild breeze rolled through the clearing.

      The trees were scattered throughout in a peculiar pattern. Though seemingly random, they had an undeniable look of purposeful organization that exceeded his expectations of natural order. Nature, like the Erlyn, never ceased to amaze him with its creativity.

      Andr approached the closest tree, running his eyes over the lot. There were easily one hundred trees spread out across the rectangular area. Holding out his arm, he gently parted the vines, stepping closer to the trunk. As his eyes continued to study the tree before him, they paused momentarily at the ground at its base. The earth sank inward as it met the stump, revealing the top of the roots below.

      Everything in the clearing was grey, bland and ashen. The roots, partially hidden by the drab soil, however, were blood red.

      Andr glanced to his side, seeking the faint glowing outline of Da’agryn. The ancient phrenic approached the tree closest to him. He paused for a moment, cocking his head slightly to the side before reaching his arm out, placing his palm on the thin bark.

      Andr thought he saw the prophet’s body go rigid for an instant. As quickly as the tension had appeared, it was gone. The phrenic stood relaxed, leaning his weight on the arm pressed against the trunk. His head nodded slowly as he mumbled a string of unintelligible words to himself.

      His vision was drawn back to the trunk before him. Though in appearance, the tree was but a shell of its once thriving self, it seemed to exert a pull over him. The magnetism was undeniable. It drew him in, like a siren luring its quarry to its side.

      Andr’s every inclination, every fiber in his trained body cried out in protest. His ingrained training pleaded with him for pause. To resist the unnatural urge. The hanging vines at his sides began to sway in eager anticipation.

      The woods had yet to steer him wrong. With a deep steadying breath, a subtle shake of his head, and a whispered profanity under his breath, he stretched out his hand.
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      “Stop,” boomed the voice at his side.

      Andr flinched at the strength of the sudden charge.

      The green shimmer that had surrounded Da’agryn only moments earlier had faded. The phrenic appeared hale, more solid than he had moments earlier. He loomed over Andr, his eyes shrouded in shadow from the hood, yet the intensity of the pointed gaze bored into him.

      “You will find nothing of use here.” The prophet’s voice had softened. He retreated a step away from the trunk, motioning for Andr to follow him out from beneath the swaying charcoal vines of the tree.

      “In the ages I’ve walked these paths, I’ve never glimpsed this chamber,” the prophet continued. “Whether this construct has been secreted away all these cycles or is a creation only moments old, I could not begin to tell. The fact is immaterial. The need has arisen, and the Erlyn has seen fit to provide a solution.”

      Andr puzzled at the statement.

      “Created?” He gasped. “As a solution to what?”

      It took but a moment of introspection for the answer to resolve with startling clarity. Da’agryn smiled before the words escaped the mercenary’s mouth.

      “The Lei Guard. The Erlyn means to save them.” His voice did little to hide his excitement and the emotion behind it.

      The prophet’s smile blanched slightly, drooping until only one corner remained raised. The effort was forced.

      “Assist them, she will, yet saving them will come at a price,” he answered cryptically. “She can remove every last drop of the taint that has poisoned their bodies.”

      His head drooped slightly as he paused. The prophet folded his arms behind his back, exhaling a deep sigh. His shoulders shrank as the air escaped his lungs.

      “Look at this clearing. Look with not only your eyes but your senses as well.” Da’agryn wandered through the trees, avoiding the vines as he passed. “Do you not feel it? Or more importantly, the absence of it?”

      There was a subtle difference. Andr noted the overall state sensation in the atmosphere. So much had changed in his body over the course of a few short days. Though he was coming to terms with his altered state, the differences still annoyingly eluded him.

      Every sense felt enhanced. The rubbing of his clothes against his skin was dramatic. He felt each tiny hair as it was brushed aside. The scents of the forest were overpowering. The heady smell of damp earth and loam mixed with the sweet aroma of wood. The result was as empowering as it was disorienting.

      He noticed it now as he watched the clearing with enlightened eyes. Since the boon of the Erlyn, the scenery had felt so alive. So powerful. Here, the woods seemed lifeless, yet there was a purpose he could sense. An subtle, underlying importance no words could describe.

      “That you feel it is evident.” Da’agryn grinned. “I’ve witnessed the recognition dawn across your features. This area, though a part of the forest’s domain, shares no connection with the woods that surround it. The trees exist on their own. Neither the roots nor limbs share the power that thrives around them.”

      Andr reached down, collecting a handful of the loose soil that spread out around his feet. The dirt separated easily. The clumps were dry, fracturing in his hands as he worked them slowly apart. The individual grains separated, falling through the gaps in his fingers much like fine grains of beach sand.

      “These trees share no life with that of the forest,” Da’agryn continued, though his voice and essence blurred as his tenuous solidity gave way to greater translucence. “The precious bits of fragile life that beat through what remains of her domain cease at the boundaries of this clearing.”

      “Then why lead us here?” Andr wondered. He wiped the dirt from his hands, leaving powdery brown smudges on his pants. “What purpose does this dead glade hold?”

      Da’agryn cracked a weak, pained smile.

      “Though bleak, the glade still lives. It exists with a purpose that is uniquely its own.” His airy voice dissipated. His words seemed to carry on the breeze that gently swirled amongst the trees. “This place holds a future for some.”

      “It holds their salvation,” Andr gasped, though the prophet continued unabated. His time was running short, as his features wisped away with the breeze.

      “Those corrupted can be cleansed of the taint that has polluted their cores,” Da’agryn whispered. “Like the sterile soil below your feet, what remains will be stripped of all power. Though the blackened stain of the Horde will be destroyed, so too will the alexen.”

      “Yet they will live?” Andr stated. “A life devoid of unnatural power is still a life worthy of leading. Wonders have been created by those with far less.”

      “Aye, my friend. They will still live.” Da’agryn sighed. “Bring them to the trees.”

      As the final word left his lips, the vision of his body ceased. Thin wisps of green floated away, carried by the final tendrils of air that pulled back into the heart of the woods. His voice faded into nothing more than a slight rustle of leaves.
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      The fervent debate that rolled through those gathered in the inner sanctum of the woods ceased as Andr moved toward the trees. All eyes followed the mercenary, mouths agape as his body strode unimpeded by word or touch to the woods. Tributes and guards alike parted before him as he moved.

      His eyes were focused far beyond them, though none could distinguish their target. Andr’s steady pace gave no indication of deviating from its present course. They eagerly moved aside before testing his resolve.

      Though most had experienced the mysterious workings of the hidden pathways through the forest, a collective gasp arose as the trees shifted before him. Without a word or glance behind, the mercenary strode forward. The trees swallowed him as soon as his body crossed the threshold.

      It was moments before anyone spoke.

      It was moments before a new debate, no less fervent than the first, began anew.

      Tributes and guards alike rushed to the tree line, peering into the impossibly dense foliage that concealed their forest shelter.

      “Where did he go?” Cray yelled at the phrenics. His face contorted as he immediately regretted the harsh tone of his voice. He’d lashed out at those who had clearly no influence or control over the mercenary’s actions. “Can you find him?”

      The phrenics’ eyes met for an instant, long enough for a moment of understanding to pass between them. It was Vox who spoke for the remaining warriors.

      “With no knowledge of where Andr has gone, there is no way of opening a path to him,” Vox relayed. The questions issuing from a multitude of lips in unison blurred into a cacophony of unintelligible noise. With raised hands and a wave of calm from his core, the phrenic silenced the stunned crowd.

      “Fear not the path he now walks,” Vox continued reverently. “The Erlyn has done nothing but provide. There are only a handful among us here who can hear her. Few can understand her voice and her will. Fewer still can control the pathways into her midst. Andr is one of them. Trust that she has yet to steer you astray. Andr will be back, of that I’m certain.”

      None could answer the deluge of questions that poured forth. Those who attempted worked under the guise of hypotheses and feelings. The sides, who had been pitted against each other, now blended further as the new debate churned their opinions.

      Though it was some time, the inevitable return to the original topic at hand asserted itself over the gathering. The uncertainty prevailed as the discussions revolved around the fates of the incapacitated Lei Guard now under supervision.

      One side begged for mercy.

      The other demanded justice.

      Both opinions were flavored by biases. Some ingrained over a lifetime.

      Captain Le’Dral again found himself as the intermediary. His was the voice of the moderator. The focal point where all the attention, the angst, the fear was focused. His placating hands did little to swell the tides of impassioned pleas that crashed over him.

      “They are in need of our help.”

      

      “They can be saved.”

      “They are a lost cause.”

      For every argument, a counter, just as forceful.

      “These were our brothers. Our sisters. We’ve languished under the same oppression together, for a large portion of our lives.” It was Sarial’s voice that broke over the crowd. “I saw it in the face of Elias. There is still good inside him. There is still hope they can be healed.”

      There were murmurs of assent from the group. Most were issued from the mouths of the tributes. Few guards seemed to agree with the sentiment.

      “They’ve been poisoned and corrupted past the point of redemption,” came the retort from within the crowd. Guards amongst the masses nodded their heads in pained, yet silent understanding. “They are not the same as the ones you loved before. The memories of those lives are lost beneath the circumstances of their conditioning. They are butchers, though they are likely tortured, nonetheless. It would be out of compassion that we end their lives.”

      The counterstatements hung over the air, clouding the clearing with a gravity of doubt. All felt the weight as the severity of the impending decision loomed.

      “Whether there’s good inside them or not, likely none can still say.” The voice was ragged and airy yet commanded an authority and a power that momentarily silenced the argument.

      Cavlin, with the assistance of a crutch, ambled his way into the crowd. Even in the dim light of the clearing, the guard’s face was strikingly pale. His skin shone with a dull alabaster that served to accentuate the litany of scars and bruises that covered his body.

      Bones protruded moderately from beneath the skin that was pulled taut across his face. The soldier’s torso was covered only in a thick wrapping of bandages. Small stains of red blotted through clean covering in several locations. He stopped at Le’Dral’s side, leaning heavily on his makeshift crutch.

      “There is logic among both arguments,” Cavlin acknowledged. “Through no fault of their own, they’ve been cursed from birth and condemned thereafter. It will be the tributes who continue paying the ultimate price for sins that have been wholly and undoubtedly out of their control.”

      There was genuine empathy in his eyes as he regarded the tributes around him. He winced as he twisted his torso sluggishly to view more of those assembled.

      “There are just shy of fifty souls inside that chamber.” Cavlin waved an errant hand behind him toward the opening of the tree. “They deserve compassion. Yet the devastating power they represent cannot be overlooked. The skill of but one should they awake would be challenging. A concerted attack by even a few would all but seal our doom. Even with the assistance of our phrenic allies. The choices at hand are limited, and none are pleasant.”

      There were quiet murmurs that rippled through the crowd like waves across a pool.

      “Their lives have been bleak.” Sarial’s voice was pained, though the intensity was dwarfed by the torture written across her face. Fresh lines of tears ran down her cheeks. “That they’ll be so close yet denied the chance to take a breath of fresh air as a freed man or woman is an especially cruel twist of fate.”

      A momentary racking sob rolled through her frame. Zed pushed his way to the crowd to her side.

      “Freedom, if even for a moment, is priceless.” Her voice was a ragged whisper between sobs. “I’m blinded, for I don’t see another choice.”

      Her reasoning was interrupted by a gentle rattle of leaves from the forest’s edge. A mild breeze pushed through the crowd as the foliage swirled as it parted. Andr appeared through the narrow opening. A wide grin split the rigid features of his face.

      “The outcome may be dramatic,” he said. “Yet there is another way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ryl stalked from the interior chamber under the great tree. His head dipped slightly as he passed beneath the massive roots that rose to form the treen ceiling of the room. He savored the fresh air that rushed into his nostrils, breathing deeply to rid the pervasive stench that lingered.

      The foul aroma from the healing brew of the blighted rose clung to his senses. He shuddered as memories of the potent, horrid taste asserted itself into his mind. They manifested with a tangible force that sent chills rolling down his spine. Ryl paced toward the center of the massive clearing. The acrid scent of the controlled fire only provided a temporary relief from the necessary evil that was the leaves’ purpose.

      Though hundreds now inhabited the hidden clearing, the space was eerily still. Few moved throughout the opening. Sentries had been posted before the solitary entrance of each of the six great trees. Others patrolled the fringes of the forest. The majority were consumed with tending for the tributes or the injured.

      Vox and Ramm stood like statues, hoods drawn, near the remnants of the fire. A sudden rush of emotion, projected from one of the pair, bid him approach.

      There was urgency in the anxious emotion.

      There was worry.

      Around the fire, a council was gathered. Much needed to be discussed. Decisions needed to be made. Ryl lengthened his paces as he approached, though he was in part hesitant to join.

      He had awoken, dazed, less than a full day earlier. Unlike past episodes of unconsciousness, his strength had returned with surprising rapidity. He recalled his recovery after Andr had fished him from the depths of the pool at Tabenville. His rehabilitation had taken moons. He was sure that his awakened alexen and the power that flowed through the woods were to thank for his present haleness. He suppressed a feeling of uneasiness as the knot in his stomach grew. He could ill afford to lose more time.

      Much had happened, yet there was still far too much to do. He felt as if he’d missed far too much, even in the short time he was incapacitated. The Erlyn had provided a solution to the mounting problem with the Lei Guard. If Elias was able to revert, could the others as well?

      Ryl had walked the grove with Andr as the last of the incapacitated Lei Guard had been brought to the trees. The mercenary had been emphatic upon his return, and his explanation, though unbelievable, had proven the most compassionate of solutions.

      The woods offered a promise of safety, though the price was profound. Though likely the afflicted, those corrupted by the taint of the nexela, would prefer life over death, the process would permanently strip them of all power within their blood. Both alexen and nexela would be gone. They would be utterly and irreversibly normal.

      Normalcy.

      A plagued word to describe the result. The tributes corrupted into Lei Guard would live with the horrors of their treatments, both inside The Stocks and without. Ryl found fleeting hope that their memories of their processing and the life after would be clouded at best. Ultimately, it was yet another decision, none less meaningful, that was made for them without their consent.

      Ryl shuddered as images of the grove flashed back to mind. The utter lifelessness of the clearing was obvious. It was a void in the vibrant, though weary expanse of the Erlyn. The images and senses were powerful and profound.

      From each tree a body was suspended several hands from the ground. Even witnessing the act but a single time sent chills through his body, raising the gooseflesh on his arms.

      The hungry tendrils had searched for the bodies that were propped in a seated position against the trees’ thin trunks. The vines moved with a sentient purpose, probing at the bodies as they sought purchase. They sluggishly coiled around the object of their attention. Stripped of their black cloaks and soiled, tattered clothing, a twist of vines wrapped them from their chests to their knees. The pointed, dull leaves of the tendrils stuck to their skin, covering much of the naked forms.

      The terminus of the vine hung below the feet. Each swelled before issuing a single black drop. The sticky liquid more oozed than dripped, striking the mild divot underfoot with a muffled slap. The staccato rhythm was the only noise to disturb the silence of the grove.

      Each wrapped figure swayed silently in a gentle breeze. Ryl recalled scrunching his nose as the rancid odor registered. It was a fetid stench of the Outland Horde. The blood. The nexela. Thankfully, the gentle gust dissipated the potency as it swirled upward and away.

      The haunted, gaunt faces of those who only cycles past were tributes like himself stared outward into nothingness. Though their eyes were open, their fixed gazes were hollow. Their vision focused on something unseen, far in the distance. Their gaze bored through any who walked across their path.

      The images conjured an eerie correlation to the haunting backdrop of the processing facility. As blood and the alexen leaked from their bodies then, now it was the nexela which was bled with sluggish precision. Would the result finally allow them a measure of peace? For the first time, they’d be free. Their faculties their own, no longer beholden to the twisted will of others.

      Ryl loathed that he was unable to be there when they had been arranged before the trees. Though his presence would have likely gone unnoticed, his desire to have attempted to comfort them was undeniable. He poured a wave of calm from his core, washing over those gathered in the grove. None had issued the slightest flinch in response.

      The images and scents were burning into his mind. Ryl squeezed his eyes shut, working to rid himself of the scene. He forced the imagery beneath the questions that still ran roughshod over his addled mind. His measured pace toward the gathering around the fire slowed, pausing for a moment as he collected his thoughts.

      There was a definitive gap in the timeline of events that had occurred. The loss of time, of information, was again disconcerting. Like the tales of his travel through the wastes of the Outlands after the sickness had rendered him immobile, he was forced to relive the story through the words of others. It was an off-putting feeling living momentous sections of his life secondhand. How much truth was there to be gleaned from the overexaggerated, colorfully animated tales of his actions?

      Fragmented images, emotions and feelings were all that remained. His encounter with the Lei Guard at the edge of the Erlyn had pushed him further beyond his brink yet again. The power that had forced itself from his arm, coalescing into a brilliant white orb, had sapped the strength from him. He’d felt the entirety of the host of alexen shifting through his body. A chill, an all-encompassing icy void, had remained in its wake as it converged in a single point. The lack of sensation that remained after its passing had been as confusing as it was undeniable.

      He’d felt an icy numbness, yet simultaneously a scorching agony. It froze and burned until all his senses failed in unison.

      He’d felt crushed by the weight.

      It was a touch that has saved him. Kaep’s hand on his arm elicited a jolt of power so potent it frightened him.

      What had happened after the detonation of the orb had been relayed to him secondhand.

      The tale from the phrenics, guards and tributes alike had been startlingly consistent. The ball of energy exploded outward as it impacted with the ground. Even for those without the speed of the phrenics, time seemed to pause. The approach of the Lei Guard had stalled as if they were encased in ice. The wicked blades halted meters from drawing the blood they so fiercely sought.

      The dome of light, or raw energy, expanded upward, reaching far above his head. The power, electric and terrifying, cracked as it ignited the air. The light burned so intense that color was lost to shades of white and black.

      The momentary pause of time ended as startlingly as it had begun. Time snapped back to normal. A deafening clap of thunder accompanied a violent ripple in the air as an unseen wave of energy exploded outward from where he’d stood. Guards and tributes were tossed from their feet by the unrelenting and unnatural force.

      The light collapsed back to Ryl, rushing into a single location in his core. He doubled over; his face locked in a soundless scream of agony. As the energy passed the Lei Guard, it seemingly carried with it their driven animosity, their will to fight.

      Their urge for blood.

      Their consciousness.

      One by one, they collapsed to the ground, the last of them crashing face-first to the damp soil at Ryl’s feet. The long, curved sword in its hand, primed for the killing strike, embedded itself in the soft earth of the recently worked field.

      Ryl’s body was the last to crumple. At his side, the still form of Kaep lay unmoving save for the shallow rise and fall of her chest.

      As quickly as it had come, the flash of light vanished. All in Tabenville were now awake. Any with the fortitude to fight had taken up arms to defend against whatever wave of soldiers would pour from the darkened maw of the forest.

      The force was modest, yet the fighting was frantic. Trained soldiers pitted themselves against comrades from days earlier. Inhuman strength and seething orbs of fire had laid waste indiscriminately.

      In the end, it was an assault of forty-nine Lei Guards and a company of nearly fifty soldiers. Seven groups of the dreaded warriors descended upon their meager rebellion. Though the black-cloaked warriors were outnumbered, only a fraction of the newly liberated and their companions, it would have been a slaughter. All who opposed would have been butchered with ease. As it was, twelve members of their beleaguered army lay dead. Soldi was among those who perished in the assault.

      Another faithful defender of Vim had died. His lifeblood had been spilled on the cruel, fertile grounds of Damaris.

      Ryl mourned the loss of his companion, as did all who’d accompanied the small group from the hidden city of Vim. Dav, of all, was the most affected by the loss. To him, Soldi had been a friend and a trusted warrior.

      At the present, there was no time to mourn.

      It was with heavy hearts that the retreat into the depth of the Erlyn was enacted. As both Kaep and Ryl had been incapacitated in the battle, the task of opening the pathway to the hidden ramparts of the forest fell to Andr. The two remaining phrenics, Ramm and Vox, had yet to see the location, though they were willing tutors of the mercenary.

      From all accounts, Andr had performed astonishingly well. Not that Ryl had any doubts. His position among the guards and tributes had grown to nearly mythical status. Though Ryl had yet to see his control over the forest, he understood the character and the mettle of the mercenary.

      His friend.

      The gifts from the Erlyn were undeniable. For the first time in known history, the ancient woods obeyed the command of one not gifted with the blood of a phrenic.

      Ryl paused in his attempt to piece together fragments of the recent past. In the long run, what knowledge was firsthand and what had been retold was immaterial. He hastened toward the gathering in the center of the clearing.

      He nodded his head in greeting as he reached the gathering, pausing as he reached the fire’s side. Though the air inside the hidden clearing was pleasant, he held out his hands subconsciously, warming them over the remaining embers of the withering blaze.

      “All have had their second day’s doses of the remedy.” Vox interrupted the scattered hushed conversations, forsaking a formal greeting. He began the meeting without fanfare or preamble. Ryl found his mind was still distracted, his thoughts elsewhere.

      Kaep.

      Elias.

      Their absence was felt profoundly. The emotions, however, were mixed with diametric potency.

      After a moment, Ryl grunted as he nodded in agreement. It was with effort that he focused on the proceedings.

      Under the direction of the phrenics, the process of brewing the putrid remedy had begun shortly after the party had entered the clearing. The dust had barely settled after Elias’s attack, after the Lei Guard were entered into the Erlyn’s care when the leaves had been revealed. Though Andr and the phrenics allowed all to make the choice whether to partake in the remedy, to their satisfaction, none had resisted the putrid liquid. The tributes were keenly aware of the vile treatments that had been forced upon them since the day they crossed the dreaded threshold of The Stocks.

      Somehow, the disgust was made far more palatable when the freedom of choice was allowed to enter the equation.

      “I can’t help but marvel at the voracious appetite of the remedy,” Mender Jeffers announced as he joined the assembly. He cleaned his hands on a scrap of cleanish cloth. Stopping close to Ryl’s side, he tossed the piece into the fire. A momentary flare of light, heat, and a waft of putrid odor bloomed from the small blaze as the scrap took flame. The stench of the blighted rose dissipated rapidly, covered nicely by the heady scent of burning wood.

      “The remedy brewed from those putrid leaves has drastically exacerbated the onset of the sickness,” Jeffers continued. “The brunt of the ill effects took over within hours. I was worried, to be honest, yet all are stable at the present.”

      Ryl was concerned as the mender retold the rapidity of the sickness. The debilitating effects had hammered the tributes’ withered bodies within hours, even before the last had swallowed a drop of the rank liquid. The initial effects of the putrid drought began almost immediately. Without exception, all who consumed the foul liquid were unconscious within half a day.

      His eyes scanned the group that had been assembled. All showed some recognition of the harrowing decline. The relief that all were stable was evident. So much so, that the opinion went unvoiced.

      Captain Le’Dral stood stoic, though his head nodded slightly with assent. At his sides, Moyan and Millis agreed. Cavlin, seated on a stump a few meters away, grunted as he kicked, returning a stray ember to the fire from where it came. The warrior’s conscious presence was a comfort to Ryl. Though his frame was still weak, still recovering, there was no denying the lethality he still possessed. A sword was strapped casually to his hip.

      Andr stood with his arms crossed over his chest at the opposite side of the blaze. His eyes met with Ryl’s for a moment. His opinion was clear. A little apart from the others, the phrenics remained, their bodies motionless, hoods still drawn over their faces. Ryl could feel their gaze from under their cowls. The emotions they projected stated their approval as loudly as any words could convey.

      “The course will need to be continued,” Ryl intoned, “though I fear there is no concrete evidence for how long. As the mender can attest, my doses of treatment far surpassed any here. Though I suffered the sickness longer and was incapacitated before starting the remedy, I was back on my feet within a week.”

      “It makes sense that theirs will be shorter, though without knowing the strength of your remedy, it will be hard to guess,” Jeffers added. “The leaves have likely lost some efficacy after the drying process.”

      “I admit, I was concerned about the violence of the rapid response.” Le’Dral joined the conversation. His voice was authoritative, yet he spoke as one who welcomed input, not demanded obedience. “Their course has corrected. My concern now is for our safety. Too many have now been drafted into the service of the mender. We have too few left to bear arms.”

      Words of agreement echoed among the captain’s lieutenants. Cavlin, from his seat, nodded, leaning forward against the crutch in his hand. Ryl shared a knowing glance with Andr.

      “We are few, but it will be enough,” Ryl announced. “The army can march as one. They will descend upon Tabenville to find nothing but empty houses and barracks.”

      “What of the Lei Guard?” Moyan’s deep voice quizzed. “They surprised us once. Our sentries were butchered, offering us no alarm. We were lucky to survive.”

      The unexpected suddenness of the attack still troubled Ryl. The Erlyn had given no warning. The melee held every similarity to the battle at the prophet’s tree. The appearance of the cloaked figure had largely troubled him for moons. That it was a Lei Guard, he was certain.

      The Horde had acted deferential to its presence. That they had acquiesced to its command was even more troubling. The woods there still contained the essence of the Erlyn, yet they had been able to approach unannounced. Could the Lei Guard still hold command over the woods as well? Did their tainted bodies still hold enough residual alexen to confuse the woods?

      Ryl turned his glance to the phrenics, meeting their eyes for a moment.

      “A portion of this will be ours to bear,” he acknowledged. “With a phrenic, a lone sentry is all that is required to man the entrance to the woods. The Lei Guard will be afforded no opportunity of a surprise assault. Only those here know the makeup of our sanctuary among the trees. Fewer still can control the pathway to this location.”

      “Elias can,” Cavlin warned.

      It was a frustrating and troublesome thought that mirrored Ryl’s concern. The knowledge of an arboreal safe house would spread once Elias connected with the army, or whomever he answered to. Outside of their army, Elias alone had seen the pathway. Fearing that possibility, and longing for the return of Kaep, Ryl had connected with the forest soon after resuming his faculties. Her abduction stung him. That it was perpetrated by Elias wounded him deeper than he could have imagined.

      The pain was still fresh.

      The response from the woods was definitive. All was quiet. Nothing moved under its domain, though an obvious air of sorrow permeated every branch. It saturated the area, like water absorbed from a rainstorm. Elias was no longer under the Erlyn’s domain, yet Ryl could feel his presence lingering at the periphery of his senses. It was as if he was taunting him. Flaunting his proximity, just outside his reach.

      He was south of the forest. Ryl felt an unnatural pull toward him. Even from the boundary of the woods, the mindsight produced no images. Absent were the blackened stains of the Horde. The disturbing void that he’d come to associate with Elias was nowhere to be seen, yet the call was undeniable. The hint of concern from the alexen was obvious, warning him that he was likely being baited to give chase.

      “Elias is no longer in the woods,” Ryl added.

      “How can you be so sure?” Millis interrupted.

      “None disturb the pathways of the forest save our group.” Ryl’s answer was sharp, colored by a certainty in his voice that was undeniable. His tone softened immediately.

      “Much has been asked of you over the last few days,” he continued. “Beliefs you’ve endured for a lifetime have been challenged. Powers that were nothing more than myth have been proven real. I ask you to believe, to trust in me once more. He is in the forest no more.”

      He commanded the attention of all gathered around the fire.

      “As some can control the pathways hidden within this forest, there is much more that can be understood from these trees,” Ryl admitted. “When connected to the Erlyn, I can feel the passing of every footstep that treads on her soil. I can sense the tingle of the breeze that rustles the leaves, like wind jostling the hair on my head. None linger, hidden beneath these boughs, who would cause us any harm. The same can be said for Kaep. She has been moved beyond the domain of the forest.”

      This much Ryl had already known. The phrenics had been emphatic in their scouting. Kaep was one of their own. She was as much a sister to them as any could be. Her disappearance, her loss was mourned. So soon after the death of Deyalou, the agony was too real.

      Their combined searches had come up empty. Ryl felt the alexen agitate. The blood in his veins burned as the thought amplified the emotion. He wasn’t ready to give up on finding her yet.

      It was true, much had been asked of all within the last few days. Most had accepted the change without contestation. Though the truth countered a lifetime of belief and learning, it was impossible to argue with the new reality.

      “I’m sorry, Ryl. We scouted with the phrenics well beyond the orchards,” Le’Dral replied. The concern and compassion in his voice was genuine. “We traveled as close as we safely dared to the scattered mass of the army. There was no sign of your companion.”

      “I’m not willing to give up hope yet,” Ryl hissed as the emotion surged.

      “I’m afraid there is not much we can do, given our present situation,” Le’Dral commiserated. “If there was a chance of reclaiming her, I’d ride out tonight. They have more than a full day’s head start. Even hindered by having to carry her, they’ve likely rejoined the army at this point. We cannot stand against that force in the open.”

      Ryl knew the logic was valid. He burned to shake off the words. Action was needed, not complacency. A commotion from the base of one of the trees temporarily drew his attention.

      Faya skipped across the clearing with all the reckless abandon one would expect from a child her age. Ryl continued to marvel at her ability to maneuver uninhibited even though her eyes were sightless. Rolen followed close at her heels. His kind, fatherly voice, however, did little to disguise the frustration and embarrassment at his young daughter’s actions. His words did nothing to dissuade her progress.

      “I’m sorry,” Rolen called as his daughter squeezed through the gap between Le’Dral and Moyan.

      “They’re right about Kaep.” Faya’s soft voice was still heavy with sleep, though her sightless eyes were bright with mischief. “I saw her, Ryl.”

      Ryl knelt as Faya stopped a step away.

      “How?” Le’Dral breathed.

      Her face pivoted toward the captain. A mild look of annoyance registered across her countenance. The look was short-lived. She turned back to face Ryl, a coy grin stretching seemingly ear to ear.

      “I saw her in my dream,” she announced. “They approach the army even now.”

      Vox moved a step forward. A wave of wonder washed over Ryl.

      “She’s a seer,” he whispered. “None have been recorded since the palisades were constructed.”

      “Tell me, young Faya.” Ryl placed his hands gently on her shoulders. “Was she well?”

      Faya nodded as she sat herself on Ryl’s bent leg. She threw one of her thin arms around his shoulders.

      “Aye, Ryl,” she answered, though her face contorted slightly into the beginnings of a frown. “She was still sleeping, and her arms and legs were bound. Elias, he keeps looking back over his shoulder, though he makes no attempt to hurry.”

      “Come on, Faya, love. Let’s get back to sleep.” Rolen stepped closer, his hands outstretched to collect his daughter.

      “If they’re close, we can ride now.” Ramm’s voice was forceful. His hands clenched into fists, his knuckles whitening under the pressure. “We’ve faced foes stronger than they have mustered.”

      Ryl turned his head, shooting the phrenic a hardened look that pleaded for pause. The accompanying focused wave of emotion cried for patience. His look softened, almost playful as he returned his attention to Faya.

      “Thank you, Faya,” Ryl said. “Your counsel is welcome, always. Now get some rest.”

      He tousled her hair as he made to rise. Faya wrapped her other arm around him, squeezing his neck with a tight embrace. She whispered into his ear as her head leaned against his, “I see you with her, Ryl.” Her voice was barely audible. “Don’t make her wait.”

      She planted a sloppy, childish kiss on his cheek before climbing into her father’s arms. Rolen apologized profusely for the interruption as he led his daughter back to rest. All eyes watched her as she skipped along hand in hand with her father.

      “Can tributes … I mean phrenics really do that?” Millis inquired skeptically.

      Vox’s reply was rapid, yet concise. “Aye. It’s a well-documented trait, though one rarely revealed,” the phrenic elementalist explained. “She is untrained. The visions are likely new to her. Disjointed. Truth may be harder to distinguish from fiction.”

      The explanation was meant to placate. Meant for those who only listened for words alone. Ryl could feel the emotion churning within his phrenic companion.

      Inside his own body, the hope of her rescue, a hope that had nearly been extinguished, now blazed with the rage of an inferno.
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      The impromptu council continued in earnest after Faya’s timely interruption. Ryl looked around at those assembled before the remnants of the blaze. Respect for all had been earned, not given lightly. Some he trusted as family. The missing voice among the committee was the most troublesome for his mind and heart to accept.

      The tributes would again have their voices absent from discussions. Decisions would be made for them without their counsel. The fact irked him, though in the present situation it was unavoidable. Much of what they decided would impact the tributes directly.

      The captain moved the conversation back to logistical concerns, though a portion of Ryl’s attention remained elsewhere.

      “If we are to hold up here for any duration, food will become an immediate necessity. The crops and storeroom at Tabenville are barren. Even the orchard holds little salvageable fruit,” Le’Dral interjected. “Though small, we still have an army of mouths to feed.”

      “Aye. That, the Erlyn can provide as well.” Ryl smiled, bringing his focus to the present. “Hidden among the trees there are resources aplenty.  I know of one such pool stocked with fish, which will no doubt sustain us while we are here. Andr knows the way. I will instruct the phrenics.”

      Though still distracted by Kaep’s abduction, Ryl’s thoughts turned to the future. The trek to Vim would be long. The woods outside The Stocks contained some resources, yet they’d need more than foraging alone would provide. Travel would be sluggish. Several weeks of hard walking would be required. Keeping to the figurative safety of the forest paths would hinder their ability to wheel any supplies. They’d need to carry the majority of what they’d need to survive.

      “Food will likely be scarce once we cross the border of the Outlands.” The images of the landscape burned into Ryl’s mind were bleak. The gritty carrots were the only real sustenance they had to rely upon. “We’ll need to smoke as much fish as we can carry with us.”

      “And we’ll need litters for some of the more severely injured,” Jeffers added. “It will be a difficult journey for some. Though thankfully few, I fear some of the most dire won’t survive the trip. It would be wise to fashion extras to haul supplies.”

      “Supplies are a concern that I admit has been troubling me, though not exclusive in its impact. I understand the secrecy to this point, Ryl. Now is the time for full disclosure,” Le’Dral said. “Where will we go once we’ve left these walls behind?”

      Ryl smiled at the captain. It was time. They’d followed along on blind faith alone to this point. Ramm moved a step closer to the fire. Light danced across the lower portion of his face, though his eyes were still lost in shadow.

      “The Outland Horde are not all that survive beyond the boundary of Damaris,” the massive phrenic intoned, his voice dripping with reverence. “There is a city. It’s been a bastion of safety, the home to the phrenics of old for over one thousand cycles. Some sixteen thousand souls live in the safety behind its impenetrable walls. Free from the oppression that has shackled this kingdom. It is our home. It is Vim.”

      Ramm continued his explanation, much to the wonder of those who’d yet to witness the majesty of the hidden city.

      “Know that freeing the tributes was not the sole purpose of our return,” Ryl added once Ramm finished. “The Horde have been growing more troublesome as of late. Each citizen is trained in the use of weaponry from the age of youth. The number of phrenics living to help weather an attack is pitifully low.”

      Le’Dral cocked his head slightly at the comment.

      “Do not mistake the lack of numbers for weakness,” Ryl warned. “There is strength there that is beyond your comprehension. We aim to bring the tributes, the unawakened, to Vim. Their numbers will bolster the ranks and, once awakened, will serve to balance the tide of the Horde. The phrenics were never meant to be soldiers. We are learners, educators, artists. The Ascertaining Decree has cast the balance out of alignment. The traits that allow for war, while rare in the past, are present in almost all as of late.”

      “Will they attack us as we move? Burdened with supplies and wounded, we stand little chance of defense,” Cavlin cautioned.

      “There is always a chance,” Ryl admitted. “The Horde had strayed close to the forest when we left over a moon ago. They’ve been gathering in masses not seen in a millennium, yet beyond the single attack at the prophet’s tree, they still avoid the woods that line the edge of the mountain. The whisper of the Erlyn’s power still holds sway even after all the cycles. They fear it still.”

      There was much left to think upon as the group broke for the evening. The tributes required tending. The guards’ shifts would be changing again soon. Jeffers helped Cavlin to his feet, assisting him as he sluggishly made his way toward the shelter under one of the massive trees. Andr, with a nod, hastened to check on his boy, Cray.

      Ryl spent hours following the council tending to the needs of the tributes. He cringed as he watched the varying symptoms play out across their unconscious bodies. He recalled all too well the horrors that plagued their minds. The pain, the excruciating agony, was still fresh. He could feel it tear through the entirety of his core.

      The remedy had spurred the ravages of the sickness in their withered frames, bodies racked with fever and chills. The vile complement of undigested food and bile mixed with the remnants of unprocessed medicine. The potent concoction of odors was unique in its power and terrifying complexity. Like that of the dried leaves of the blighted rose, it lingered far past its removal.

      Ryl envied them not.

      There were encouraging signs to be witnessed. The youngest among the tributes were displaying remarkable progress. The remedy seemingly tipped the scales within their blood, breaking the stranglehold of the debilitating sickness. With less time, the poison failed to completely overrun the alexen in their veins. It still served to choke the budding powers, yet unsurprisingly cleared readily with the introduction of the potent remedy.

      Ryl had made it a point to visit all his closest friends. The twins, Tash and Palon, still guarded Luan even throughout their treatment, one protectively on either side. Ryl wrung cold water from a towel, sponging it over Tash’s burning head. His skin was hot, nearly scalding to the touch. Palon was cold, his teeth chattering as his body struggled against the tormenting chill. Ryl tucked a blanket over his quivering frame.

      At present, Luan’s slumber was peaceful. Her eyelids flickered with motion. Ryl snuggled her baby close to his body. He watched in wonder as the child stared up at him, its large brown eyes investigating the newness of his environment.

      “You’ve been born into strange times, little one,” Ryl whispered more to himself. The child cooed softly in reply, continuing its survey of the chamber.

      Handing Luan’s baby to the guard who had been assigned as both caregiver and nanny, Ryl continued his rounds. The air in the chamber was thick with the potent scents of the blighted rose remedy and the vile after products of the sickness. He found Odus, Rikel, and Quinlen. He smiled, scanning the room, as he half expected to find an earthen jug of his friends’ powerful brew squirreled away somewhere from prying eyes.

      Ryl had little trouble locating the massive frame of Zed. His sleep was tormented. His hulking frame thrashed. The struggle was so powerful that it required his assistance atop two additional guards to settle the agitated tribute. His uncontrolled strength was an inadvertent danger to himself and others within reach.

      Aelin was among the youngsters showing the most promise. His eyelids struggled to open against the discharge that had settled over his lashes. Once free, they remained open for several moments though his eyes were still clouded and unfocused. His speech was rambling at best. Lucid moments had yet to settle in with any longevity. The boy was a fighter, physically strong beyond comprehension and just as powerfully stubborn.

      Ryl was eager to witness the progression of his skills once his full consciousness was restored. What other innate abilities would his awakening unlock?

      The final stop among the tributes was Sarial. Her temporary ward was located inside the base of the great tree that housed the bulk of the severely injured guards. Ryl was surprised by the strength of the odors here. The metallic tang of stale blood added a new, unpleasant layer to the stench of the roses’ leaves. The ground underfoot was solid, though he plodded carefully, avoiding the patches that had been stained darker by one of many uncontrolled bodily fluids.

      Mender Jeffers was a near permanent fixture under the base of this tree. While requiring supervision and steady care, most of the tributes’ cases were similar. The course of their sicknesses was linear. His trained watch oversaw those most desperate in need, those primarily having been injured by blade, bludgeon, or bow.

      Ryl needed no explanation. Sarial was a special case. She was special to him.

      She, along with a handful of others, would weather their internal storm under his direct care and supervision.

      The mender, changing the bandages on a wounded guard, acknowledged his entry, nodding as their eyes met. Jeffers’s gaze moved quickly away; his deft hands carried on though his eyes were momentarily averted from his charge.

      Ryl followed the tangent of his vision to the furthermost section of the room. He smiled as he made his way toward the woman he would have considered his mother above all else. Sarial looked peaceful, at rest. Had he not known better, one could have mistaken the state for merely slumber. Though outwardly, she seemed calm, he knew the peace didn’t translate internally. Her mind and body would be tormented. The pain would be intense.

      As he knelt at her side, visions of the past inserted themselves into his mind. It had been little over a cycle since he’d left. The unsettled agony over his departure was still fresh in his mind. She had been on death’s door when he was stolen away by his Harvest. Her battered body had been found in her room. The bloodied corpses of the wicked Master Delsith and his henchman were found eviscerated at the foot of her bed.

      Her consciousness hadn’t fully returned for moons.

      The deaths of Delsith and his lackey were attributed to a fit of jealous, drunken lust. The subsequent hasty investigation failed to illuminate any differing opinion.

      Though shocking, the case was closed.

      The kingdom moved on.

      Ryl and a few others knew the truth.

      Their blood was still fresh upon his skin. The spatter painted the walls—the individual droplets rolled sluggishly downward. The growing pools on the floor merged into a lake, leaking slowly through the gaps in the uneven floorboards.

      The uncertainty swelled in him as he looked down upon her still form. He watched the shallow, yet steady rise and fall of her chest. The last he’d left her like this, he had ventured forward, blind, uncertain, without purpose. Today, his course was defined. Ryl understood the path he must tread. He was ready for the decisions he must make.

      Kaep was out there.

      Miles separated them.

      An army separated them.

      His blood boiled as the heat intensified in his veins. The alexen cried out for retribution.

      He would find her.

      Ryl reached down, brushing away a stray hair that had settled across her forehead. Her eyelids batted wildly for a moment. A slight tremor rolled through the length of her body. What nightmares ailed her? He studied her, focusing on the thoughts that disturbed her. The muscles on her face contracted as the disturbance within her amplified. He let wave after wave of comfort pour from his body, washing over the suffering frame.

      The sound of approaching footsteps drew his attention from her care. The shuffled steps advanced with patience, driven by understanding and compassion. They paused several meters away, unwilling to interrupt the silence and privacy of the occasion.

      Ryl smiled. Whatever had addled her tormented mind had, at least for the moment, subsided. Her body was again calm. Still.

      He rose to greet the approaching figure, unsurprised at who stood behind him. The long white gown was stained from the toils of his labor and the wear of travel. Jeffers rubbed his hands together, a combination of frayed nerves and idleness.

      “They struggle against something I cannot aid. I’m powerless.” His voice was hushed. There was unveiled, raw emotion behind the words. The pained look was uncommon with the normally impassive intellectual.

      “I fear for her,” he whispered.

      Ryl understood his concern. He knew the same fear.

      The mender, like all who had been reared in the shadows of The Stocks, no matter the station, no matter their calling, had been raised upon the same lies. The need for the treatment was absolute. It was forced upon them as a rule of law—without contestation. He had been taught that without the treatment, they would all die.

      He felt overwhelming compassion for the mender. He knew Jeffers’s learned mind understood the fallacy of the statement. Ryl stood before him. He was living proof that there was life beyond the covert poison that had been forced upon the tributes. The mender’s logic, his judgments were clouded by emotion. Sarial’s suffering was an agony that was wearing him all too thin. He longed to help her, help them all, yet was powerless.

      “The remedy must run its course, my friend.” Ryl spoke quietly. He pushed a focused slice of hope toward the mender.

      The effects were immediate. There was a visible clearing of the mender’s countenance. Jeffers’s shoulders rose slightly while the creases of worry faded from his brow.

      “Their course is rough,” Ryl admitted. “Yet they will survive it. She’ll return to you soon.”

      Ryl clapped the mender on the shoulder before making his way carefully across the room.

      He could ill afford to waste any more time.
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      Ryl again savored the flavor of the fresh air as he moved swiftly across the clearing. The breeze was cleansing and crisp, a far cry from the interior chambers nestled in the tree’s roots. The contrast in temperatures was a shock to his system. Even after a short time inside, his body had acclimated to the heat. With the combined warmth from the press of bodies, meager fire, and lanterns, the heat bordered on stifling.

      The air inside felt heavy and thick. The heat added to the potency of the odors. Trapped beneath the trees, it was oppressive with a density that was palpable.

      Outside, the weight of the air softened. The scents of the forest overpowered the odors of remedy, sweat and bile. Closing his eyes, he inhaled a deep calming breath, letting the apprehension over what must be waft away with the wind. His mindsight illuminated the picture of his surroundings. Glowing clusters of pale yellow orbs grouped together in tightly formations. Packed together in cramped, close quarters, the individual forms of the ailing tributes were difficult to tell apart.

      At the center of the clearing, two figures burned far brighter. Brighter than the rest combined.

      Phrenics.

      A small glow approached tentatively from his right. The petite steps were stealthy.

      “Good evening, young Faya,” Ryl called softly.

      The glowing signature paused.

      “Shouldn’t you be asleep?” he asked with a smile as he turned his head toward the approaching child hidding in the shadows. The grin that blossomed across her face was infectious, though the look was lost in her sightless eyes.

      “I couldn’t sleep. The dream came again. It troubles me, Ryl,” she whispered as she walked.

      Ryl knelt, bringing his face to her level.

      “When did the dreams start?” he asked.

      Faya locked her hands behind her back, rocking slightly back and forth on her heels.

      “They started the night we reached Tabenville,” she mumbled. “Something in the woods here speaks to me. There’s a whisper I can hear in my mind, though the words are lost.”

      Ryl’s eyes rolled over the trees and the clearing that surrounded them.

      “Your powers are growing, though you are still so young,” he offered. “The Erlyn is ancient, Faya. She’s seen generations of phrenics, of tributes pass through her midst. Do not be afraid of her whispers, for she will not lead you astray.”

      Faya sighed though the trouble failed to subside with the release of air. The tension in her body remained. There was something she wanted to say. Something more that she feared.

      “There is more to the dream,” Ryl stated. “More that you didn’t share, isn’t there?”

      “Aye, Ryl,” she whispered. Her eyes swelled with water. She struggled to hold back the deluge that threatened to spill forth. “You’ve changed. You still glow, yet it’s not the blinding light I recall. There is a dull shadow around the edges. In my dreams, I struggle to see you at all. I fear for you, Ryl.”

      A single tear escaped, tracing a thin line down her cheek.

      Ryl shifted forward, placing his hands gently on her shoulders. He sent a wake of comfort over her quivering frame. Since he’d regained consciousness, he’d noticed the subtle differences as well. Ever since the last of the poison was removed, he’d been acutely aware of his senses, every one seemingly working in overdrive. Scents were amplified. His vision was clearer. Tastes more profound. His hearing was more tuned into the slightest of noises. The information from each touch was exhilarating and complex.

      After the latest encounter with the Lei Guard, however, something felt off. The alexen were still there, yet they moved with an agitated haste. Raging through his veins with a speed that sent tingles through his body.

      “You grow more perceptive by the day,” Ryl acknowledged. “I feel it too. I feel the clouds that blot out the sun.”

      He offered her his left arm. The nearly flawless, blazing sun was now marred with a collection of tiny black splotches.

      Faya sniffled at his admission. She traced her fingers over the image imprinted on his arm.

      “Do not fear for me,” he added. “For I do not fear for myself. My convictions remain the same. I will see the tributes free. I will see Kaep returned.”

      Ryl stood, reaching down and collecting Faya’s hand. She squeezed his fingers tightly yet followed him without hesitation back toward the tree where her father slumbered. For a few moments they walked in silence. Her quiet sob broke the quiet crunch of their feet on the earth.

      “They will need your guidance.” Ryl comforted the youngster. “They will need your council. Do not ever be afraid to give it. They will listen.”

      Faya pulled up several meters before the entrance to the tree that she shared with her father and a mix of guards and tributes alike. She still looked as if she was hesitant to announce what she was feeling. The emotions played out in dramatic succession. First apprehension, then fear, then sorrow.

      “The dreams have all ended the same way, and it scares me,” she blurted out. “You stand alone before a wall of blackness. I can’t see your glow. I fear it’s consumed you.”

      Ryl was taken aback by the admission. An uneasy feeling bubbled up from his gut. He tamped it back down with effort, thinking for a moment, formulating his response before answering.

      “Faya, dear, please don’t fret.” Reflexively, he smiled down at the child, thankful that her sightless eyes wouldn’t witness the forced effort. hoping that the effort didn’t appear forced. “I will return. Kaep needs our help. Though others might question my decision, I, like the rest of you, am free. From now until our last breath. Remember that always. The decisions, the choices you make now, those that you make tomorrow are your own. Hope can be a powerful ally, though if not nurtured, it can spurn you. It can wound you deeper than any blade. Never lose hold of it.”

      Faya threw her arms around his neck, squeezing him in a tight embrace.

      “I will keep hope for you.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek before ambling back into the opening of the great tree. Ryl watched her disappear into the gloomy interior before he rose.

      Leaving the tree behind, Ryl angled toward the center of the clearing. As he walked, his hands moved subconsciously to his back. Though he knew the dormant weapons were still there, his mind demanded the confirmation. A trickle of energy rolled up his arm as his hand closed on the wooden handle. The sensation was a comfort to his riddled mind. His conversation with Faya had done little to squelch his concerns. She’d planted a seed of doubt within his mind. Given time, thinking about it would provide it light. Dissecting it to study its merit would give it the energy it required and the attention it craved. In this way, the mind was a fertile breeding ground for the ravages of doubt.

      Ryl made a conscious effort to force the thoughts and emotion from his mind. The task at hand would require enough focus to command his full attention.

      Ahead, all that remained of the roaring fire were the smoldering embers inside the circular pit. A thin trail of smoke lifted skyward, escaping through the clearing in the forest’s canopy above. As he approached, the air was tinted with a hint of smoke. The lingering coals pulsed orange. Two figures were silhouetted against the dull glow.

      The pair stood close together. They were motionless, though he could feel their eyes watching him as he neared. Their hoods were still drawn over their heads. His phrenic companions waited anxiously.

      Ryl stopped as he reached their side, greeting them in turn. Ramm leaned heavily on the massive war hammer at his side. Vox stood with his hands clasped behind his back. Words were not needed to convey the sentiment amongst them.

      They were brethren.

      The phrenics understood each other in ways that were inexplicable. There was no need to argue over the logic of the decisions that needed to be made. Though their emotions struggled with the outcome, their minds understood the necessity.

      Speed was needed.

      If the phrenics moved like the wind, Ryl was the gale.

      Knowledge was power.

      Ryl had cut his teeth in the fertile fields outside the Erlyn’s domain. He knew the lay of the land and the disposition of the city. The phrenics were but strangers in a hateful, foreign environment.

      He would travel light. He would travel fast.

      He would travel alone.

      First Vox, then Ramm, both phrenics nodded their heads in assent. Ryl stepped forward, placing a hand on each of their shoulders. A surge of emotion coursed from his body as the fire raged in his eyes.

      It was hope.

      “Bring her home,” Ramm rumbled. His voice was low, grating, like the grinding of stones together as the earth shook underfoot.

      “I will,” Ryl said. He stepped back, meeting the eyes of his companions once more. With a subtle nod, he pulled the hood up over his head and stalked toward the tree line.
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      Ryl’s path to the forest’s edge had purposefully angled toward the great tree where he’d awoken. His light pack, filled with nothing more than a waterskin and a paltry supply of rations, waited alongside, tucked out of sight against the roots. They were still in the deep hours of the night; the guards would be light. He wanted few to notice his departure.

      The sentries that Le’Dral had posted were spread out around the perimeter of their forest sanctuary. Their sluggish patrols paced between the trunks of the massive trees, their eyes trained on the wall of woods that surrounded them. In total, the fighting force numbered but few. Many had been pulled from their duties as a soldier to assist with the mender’s charges. They were now nurses, tending to the ailing population that now far outnumbered the hale.

      With stealthy grace, Ryl moved noiselessly across the clearing. His steps quickened. The call for haste was ever present, yet though he could see nothing with his mindsight, it was as if he could sense Elias nearby. The presence called to him. Tempted him onward.

      Timing his approach to avoid the sentry, he skirted the edge of the tree, easily avoiding the sliver of pale illumination that escaped from the doorway. Far across the clearing, a random nickering arose from the horses secured in their makeshift corral.

      Ryl paused for a moment, watching in silence. No sounds of alarm were raised. The horses settled again as he continued onward. Though he moved outside the influence of the light, the waft of putrid odor from the interior caught him nonetheless. Ryl circled around the base of the tree to collect his pack. He stopped short as he realized his supplies were missing from their concealment alongside a root that jutted out further from the others.

      “I’m glad you don’t intend on leaving us for long.” The voice startled him as it whispered from the darkness. A shadow separated from the edge of the tree, moving toward him with measured steps. Had the voice not given away his identity, the slight hitch in the step from an injury long healed would have.

      He caught the pack as Andr lobbed it in his direction. The mercenary grinned as he reached his side. Ryl opened his mouth to speak. He was prepared to make his case. There was no force here that could hold him back.

      “She needs you, Ryl,” Andr interrupted before Ryl could find the words. “You don’t need to defend yourself to me, my friend. I know what it’s like to have someone you care about taken from you. There are no limits to the lengths you would go. The end of the world and back is not far enough.”

      The flash of emotion that crossed Andr’s face sent a chill down Ryl’s spine. The mercenary had grown to be his closest friend and most trusted confidant. They’d each been indebted to each other for the lives that still beat in their hearts. He was everything a brother should be. He was everything a father should be.

      “I know the power that flows in your veins,” Andr said. “You’ll stop at nothing to bring her back. Remember that even you have limits. You’ve pushed yourself beyond the brink too many times. I won’t be there to save you if you push yourself too far.”

      Ryl nodded his head absently as he shouldered his pack. The sentiment, while painful, was genuine. And heartfelt.

      “Remember, you have a son who needs to know his father never abandoned him.” There was compassion in Ryl’s voice. He needed no added emotion to convey the feeling. “Tell him, Andr. It’s time he knows the truth. He’s stronger than I remember. He can handle it.”

      Andr’s head lowered momentarily. His gaze focused on the ground between them.

      “Aye, that he is.” Andr’s voice was pained. “I’ve watched him grow from afar for too long. For too many cycles.”

      “They’ll likely wake in six days.” Ryl changed the subject. “Once they are awake and can travel, make for the western palisade. Stick to the forest. The Erlyn will show you the way. When it’s time, she’ll open the pathway.”

      Ryl held his hand out to his friend. Andr grinned as they clasped hands. The mercenary squeezed tight, holding on for a moment longer than expected.

      “Elias is the only one outside our group with the ability to open the pathway to this haven,” Ryl warned. “Though I don’t understand how he can, do not let them be lulled into a false sense of security. He will not likely return, though I do not know if he can instruct others. The Lei Guard were tributes once, and they retain some sway over her. If need arises, ask the woods for shelter. I know there is still safety in these trees.”

      The thought was disconcerting. Ryl had yet to understand how the Lei Guard had made it through the wooded path without resistance from the woods. How had Elias opened the doorway as he fled with Kaep?

      “If I’m not back by the time they’re ready, don’t wait for me.” Ryl spoke with confidence, a conviction that was potent. “The phrenics will guide you home. Take care of them for me.”

      “Good luck, Ryl,” Andr replied.

      With a nod, Ryl turned, closing the gap between the tree and the woods in a few long strides. Under the cover of the night, his passing was nothing more than a fleeting shadow. A darker wisp of black that darted towards the trees.

      There was a rustling of leaves as the pathway opened before him. The telltale sound signaled its closure as soon as his body crossed the threshold into the trees.

      With a thought, Ryl had commanded the woods, opening a pathway toward the main road that bisected the forest. He longed for a destination close to the entrance. Close to the orchard. Tabenville, with its great waterfall and massive statue of Taben the Defender, had been abandoned. There was no reason to return there.

      Ryl slowed as he settled into the forest path. The alley he followed was straight and narrow, lined on both sides by slender trees and impassable bramble. Though free of sticks and more substantial detritus, the pathway was littered with fallen leaves. In varying states of decay, some crushed quietly, while others merely squashed underfoot as he strode forward. Unlike many he’d traveled under the forest’s domain, there was no appearance of maintenance here. The path was open, though the unseen hands that had kept the others clear of all blemish from the forest’s detritus were noticeably absent here.

      The air under the trees was still. The temperature was surprisingly warm as if no breeze ever disturbed the placid environment beneath its arboreal canopy. It was rank with the smell of decaying leaves and a musty odor that heralded the effects of stagnant moisture. In the distance, Ryl could see a narrow opening, nothing more than a slit between the trees, illuminated by the light glow of the shining blue mosses. The gurgle of running water grew as he approached the exit.

      The noise of the river breaking over the rocks was strangely cathartic. So much had happened in the last cycle that Ryl had a hard time wrapping his mind around it. Moving uninhibited throughout the forest, throughout The Stocks was a distinctly unnatural feeling. For cycles, though his movements were in appearance free, he was a slave to the prescribed tasks. There was always someone watching. Someone to answer to if he failed.

      Ryl’s movements, his decisions now were made of his own volition. His purpose and his goals were of his own choosing. The tributes, while lingering in the midst of the troubling sickness, were still free. There was little he could do to aid them in their current state. There were those who could administer the doses of remedy. Those who could apply the cool, wet cloths when the fevers ran wild, and wrap them in the comfort of blankets when their bodies were racked with chills.

      He would in no way forsake their needs. Their freedom, the promise of a better life, a life free from the machinations of those who sought to oppress them, would always be his priority.

      Now, however, his mind was focused on another cause. Somewhere, miles in the distance, Kaep remained enslaved.

      There was little time. He was loath to abandon her to the twisted fate that had befallen so many at the hands of the king. He shuddered at the thought of her strapped to a slab in a nondescript facility somewhere. The steady drip of her blood as it bled from the needle in her veins hammered in his chest, thumping with the beating of his heart.

      The end of the forested path opened along the edge of the river that marked the eastern side of the road through the forest. Ryl had never stepped foot on the opposite bank where he now found himself. He’d never had the cause. The forest for so many cycles had throbbed with an unnerving call. His passing through her midst had always been as rapid as his feet and the shadowed terrain would allow.

      The trees now whispered to him. The call was familiar, yet sung with a sorrow and remorse that were chilling. The Erlyn mourned for the loss of Kaep. It stung from the failure that had befallen under its boughs.

      Ryl paused at the exit of the crude pathway. Only a few steps from the edge of the river, the ground was covered by a layer of moss leading up to a short, but sheer embankment. The sluggishly moving water of the river below lapped against the shore. The hard-packed earth of the narrow trail had given way to soil that was spongy and slick with moisture.

      The water here was close to ten meters wide. Several small slick rocks jutted out from the surface, though none would likely provide adequate foothold. To the left, the opening of the forest loomed in the distance. The trees of the orchard stood out as darker silhouettes against the slowly brightening early morning sky.

      The churning, sluggish rapids of the river at his front presented the most immediate concern. Ryl’s gaze attempted to probe the depths, yet with the absence of light, the rolling water was nothing more than an undulating sheet of blackness.

      The thought of wading through the water was a less than alluring proposition. This close to the source, the waterfall and the pool at Tabenville, the temperature would be frigid. He’d experienced the icy liquid as he dragged the despicable sub-master Osir to the depths. The cold robbed his breath before it closed over his head. Chills ran through his body at the very thought.

      In both directions, the meandering river maintained its width. To the north, the water disappeared into blackness as the forest consumed the remaining light from stars overhead. The scattered rocks, even with his enhanced agility, were widely spaced and slick from the splashing of the river, presenting a precarious crossing at best.

      The idea struck him, like a spark that caught dry tinder aflame. Ryl turned to the woods at his side, placing a hand on the nearest tree. Closing his eyes, he concentrated, connecting with the forest. He was expecting the flood of information that overtook him as the woods responded to his command.

      Every motion of the individual leaves rustled in his mind. He felt the gentle sway of the wind as it brushed the tops of the trees. The impact of every footfall on the soil of the hidden clearing thrummed through his body, each step a pulse that rattled across the surface.

      Dew was forming on the leaves. He tasted the nourishment of the fresh, clean moisture. The uneven rhythm of thick drops of liquid thundered across his skin. Though separated by lifeless earth, the aftertaste, the sour tang of the inky blackness that leaked from the Lei Guard, turned his stomach.

      Calling on the forest, he probed the trees close by for assistance. Several meters to his right, a young tree, older than a sapling yet still flexible and green, met his need.

      The tree bowed at his request. The top arched downward as it leaned over the river. Ryl felt the pull and twisting of the fibers as it strained into position. He winced at the sharp lances of pain that shot through his body as the growing bark split in places. There was a creaking of wood as it flexed to its limits. He was careful not to push too far, though he knew the tree would cede to his wishes, no matter the severity of the request.

      She had done so in the past. The Erlyn had willingly stripped branches from her limbs, unseating the rider carrying the treatments to Tabenville. The memory of the momentary agony and the lingering sorrow at the loss still were fresh in his mind.

      Not willing to inflict the same pain, Ryl severed his connection when the tree reached a suitable pose. The rushing of the returning world was still as staggering as always. He stumbled a step before he collected his thoughts and control over his body.

      Glancing upstream, to his right he spied the product of his effort. Several meters away a tree stretched over the river. Along his side, the trunk was still a meter or so above his head. On the opposite edge of the water, the tip of the thinning tree stopped a finger’s width from making contact with the hardened earth of the path.

      Ryl sent a thought of thanks to the woods for the continued assistance. Hesitant to prolong the strain on the young tree, he hastened upstream, careful to avoid the loose, soft earth that clung precariously to the top of the small berm above the water below.

      Thankfully, the lower branches made for easy footholds, allowing Ryl to scramble quickly up the trunk. The tree swayed mildly as he reached the peak. A loud groan issued from the wood as his added weight pressed on the straining wood.

      With confidence in his enhanced balance, Ryl rushed forward, dodging branches as he darted across the trunk. With every step, the bend was exaggerated; his fear of causing permanent damage grew. With less than a third of the distance remaining over the water, Ryl sprang from the tree. A final, pained groan sounded before the tree shot upward, swaying dramatically as it returned to its statuesque norm. The shaking of the branches was eerily similar to the act of shaking oneself off to spurn the effects of a particularly strenuous activity.

      He rolled as he reached the ground a meter or so below. The track here was hard, and he prepared for the impact by hardening the skin of his body. The woodskin responded with ease. The jolt of the incoming ground was diminished to nothing more than a subtle jolt.

      Ryl stopped to brush off the dirt he’d accumulated from the pathway. Though it was an unnecessary effort, he glanced over his body, confident that he’d sustained no injuries. The perception of being watched hammered into him with force.

      Ryl’s left hand curled behind his back, a natural reaction to the concern. His hand hadn’t reached the handle of the Leaves before he recognized the source of the feeling.

      The shimmering outline of a figure stood in the pathway between him and the exit of the Erlyn.

      Though a hood covered his face, the grin was clear, peeking through the long, wispy grey beard.

      Da’agryn.

      “With the coming of dawn, your quarry moves further away,” he whispered. His voice was distant. “We’ll be of no assistance to you beyond the bounds of these woods. We are too weakened. Rest is needed now.”

      Ryl nodded.

      “Your assistance will be needed here,” Ryl admitted. “I have little fear of what stands between me and Kaep. The remnants of the army will not slow me if they muster the will to fight. I do worry if they should return their attention to the woods once I pass.”

      “Fear not, my young friend,” Da’agryn breathed. “No man will step foot unescorted into the bastion where your friends reside whether the Erlyn is weary or not. The road to Tabenville will be accessible. They’ll find little else of worth.”

      “And if Elias returns, or was able to pass the knowledge of the clearing to the other Lei Guard, could they open the path?” Ryl quizzed.

      The grin on Da’agryn’s face paled at the question.

      “That failure was ours, Ryl,” he offered. Every passing word became less audible. His ghostly frame flickered like a candle flame sputtering out. “It will not be repeated. We understand the scent of the Lei Guard now, the taint that corrupts the sense of the alexen that still lingers.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to question. Da’agryn held him off with an outstretched hand.

      “I’ve little time and much to say,” he continued. “The process by which the Lei Guard are created is a mystery to me. Though the signature of the tributes, the welcome that you and I have grown to cherish, has been stolen from them, the essence of their power remains. The power in the blood may be yet removed, but the imprint is there. It was an unsettling sensation for the woods. She’ll not allow it any sway again.”

      Ryl was confused by the explanation, though it contained logic that was clear. A fire could be doused, all heat removed, yet the char would announce the burning. Water could be evaporated, yet residue and markings of its passage would be left for all to see.

      “Make haste.” Da’agryn’s body faded rapidly, his voice becoming no more than whispers on the sudden breeze that blew in from the depths of the woods. “Take care that you do not find yourself trapped between the walls of stone and the hatred of humanity. The phrenic will need you.”

      “A phrenic needs me now,” Ryl snapped, immediately regretting the tone of his voice. “I will not abandon them. I will not abandon her while she is still in reach. I will be back in time to move for Vim.”

      Da’agryn nodded as his body faded away into wisps of green. They swirled around Ryl before moving away, carried by a gust of wind into the trees.

      “Watch over them for me,” Ryl whispered.

      The quiet rustling of the leaves overhead was the only reply.
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      The sunrise rapidly burned off the darkness that had covered The Stocks. Daylight brought a clear sky. Gone were the thin strands of fast-moving clouds that had obscured portions of the heavens the previous night. The air was crisp. The wind blowing from the coast was mild, though steady. The bite from the chill might have irritated him, yet Ryl’s intent was focused, blocking out any hint of cold.

      His vision was fixed, heading due south, following lazy bends of the narrow, dusty road. To his east, the calm river seemed to gurgle louder than normal as if working feverishly to pacify his agitation through its normally pacifying sound.

      Ryl feared that too much time had passed. Elias and Kaep had too great a head start. Faya’s visions had painted an image he had hoped would be true. While he trusted the child, the alexen in his blood and the inherent knowledge they possessed urged him for caution. Early visions to an untrained, unawakened seer could be notoriously tricky. Their interpretations could be erroneous and inconsistent.

      Ryl scanned the area ahead with his mindsight. As it had been the last time, and the time before that, the vision remained clear. Still, he had the lingering sense that Elias was close. There was a darkness that kept urging him forward.

      The head start should have made reaching him unattainable. Likely, Elias’s travel was hampered by his weakened condition. His movements would assuredly be slowed. Having to cart Kaep with him would inevitably delay him further. Ryl internally chided himself for overestimating the true condition of his friend. Was Elias far more hale than Ryl had assumed?

      His actions prior to the arrival of the Lei Guard had done nothing to cause any additional cause for concern. What had happened to enact such a violent swing?

      He had his doubts that any of his trusted friend remained.

      Had he been able to get him to the Erlyn sooner, the tragedy could have been prevented. Losing Kaep, losing another phrenic, was a chilling proposition. He had come to save the tributes, to end the system of Ascertaining, which robbed children from their families. That butchered the faithful who refused to put a price on their love.

      For now, the tributes were safe, hidden away in the security of the Erlyn. Da’agryn had assured them that there would be none to molest them. The woods, though weary, grew stronger by the moment. Her powers had assisted them, creating the illusions that scattered the ten thousand soldiers who’d attempted to run them down. In her weakness, she’d been deceived. There was still a part of the phrenics and of the tributes residing in the shells that posed as the Lei Guard.

      It was an oversight that cost them.

      Ryl felt the stinging loss. The wound of her absence, of his failure to protect those in his care, was all encompassing. The connection he felt for Kaep above all else was unexplainable. He sensed it with every fiber of his being. Merely the remembrance of the electricity, the energy, the sheer power that had coursed through him with her touch sent a tingle up his arm.

      There was precious little time remaining to find her. The disturbing reality set in, further clouding his mood. Though the early sun shone strong from the sky above, the cloud that hung over him was thick and dark.

      He would likely be faced with a choice. Elias would likely covet his prize. It was unlikely that Ryl could rescue her without the use of force. The battle was likely to require lethal measures. Could he bring himself to kill one friend to save another?

      Ryl gritted his teeth at the frustratingly devious thought. He felt like screaming. The air hissed as it escaped from the slender gaps between his teeth. He needed answers. His frequent scans with his mindsight of the area to his front came back clear. There were no tributes. No Lei Guard. No Elias.

      No Kaep anywhere to be seen.

      Ahead, the horizon to the south was stained with a lingering cloud of dust. The army had risen, yet didn’t appear to be on the move. The force was likely headed north. Headed toward the Erlyn. Their sluggish approach was unsurprising. How far had fear run them afoot? Unnatural storms and lightning had struck with intelligent purpose. Fireballs had sprung from the hands of their attackers. An army had materialized from the impenetrable depths of the woods, instilling fear into even the most rational among them.

      Ryl wondered if there were answers to be found among the swelling disturbance that marred the pristine skyline to the south. Would Elias have sought rest among the army marching toward the woods, or would he have pressed on?

      Would he find himself face-to-face with an army of men, or would Lei Guard season their ranks?

      The familiar heat burning in his veins intensified. Ryl’s pace increased unintentionally, his feet finding an even jog. Anger burned through him; wind swelled unbidden around his right arm.

      An army now stood between him and the truth.

      Ryl had covered the miles rapidly. By midmorning, he slowed to a walk. A sheen of sweat covered his brow, yet he was far from winded. From all appearances, the army that had gathered still lingered where they had camped earlier in the day, though he’d yet to view their numbers.

      The rumpled hills of The Stocks obscured the view past the next. The rolling sensation reminded him of his brief time spent with Lord Eligar. His voyage on the ill-fated frigate and flight in the doomed skiff had been among rough seas. The view of their path was often hidden by the crest of the next wave, the destination always tantalizingly disguised.

      Ryl paused for a moment, doffing his pack and drinking deeply from his waterskin. He chewed on a tough piece of hard bread to satiate the hunger that was growing. The noise from the south pulled his attention from the tough rations.

      The rumble rose over the land like the approach of distant thunder. Tremors quivered the ground as thousands of feet marched as one. Ryl guessed they were close now. The vanguard was likely no more than half a mile distant.

      Curiously enough, there were no forward scouts.

      The oppressiveness that came from being within viewing distance of the palisades had blossomed the moment his body had crossed from the shadows of the Erlyn. The feeling had swelled exponentially as the day progressed. It now pulsed over his body, an added weight that sought to force him down, into compliance. It thundered over him with every footfall of the approaching army.

      The time was fast approaching.

      Ryl’s pace increased to a casual walk as he made his way to the top of the rolling hill before him. The change in elevation was only a matter of a few meters, yet the image that resolved as he approached the crest was dramatic.

      The massed body of the army stretched out for hundreds of meters to the south. Owing to the narrow road, only a few walked on the hard-packed track. Blocked by the river to the east, the rest of the ranks spread out to the west, trampling the newly harvested fields in a disorganized column.

      Ryl reached the peak of the rise and stopped to survey the approaching army. The force had churned the dust into the air. The passing upset the peaceful calm of the morning. The force that approached was notably more compact than the army they’d faced a matter of days earlier. A contingent of cavalry marched in the lead, followed by a host of foot soldiers, who accounted for the vast majority of the total. Behind the warriors, a host of bowmen strode with a casual gait. At their rear was a single large carriage pulled by a pair of large dray horses. The sight of the wagon made Ryl cringe. It was painted all black, while trappings of red accentuated the malice that oozed from it like blood from a wound. No rear guard protected their backs. The approaching army had little concern that any resistance would fall upon their rear.

      A grin tugged up on his lips as he finished his initial survey of the incoming host. The sounds of laughter and conversation drifted to his ears. They moved at a casual gait. None were seemingly in a hurry, marching only fast enough to avoid a tongue-lashing from their superiors.

      The sight of the army charged Ryl with a vastly confusing array of emotions. The anger was justified. The systematic persecution had extended for a millennium. He would defend his freedom and the continued freedom of the tributes with his life if necessary. The alexen in his blood jostled with excitement and anticipation.

      Justice would be served.

      Ryl understood the emotions as the pent-up rage for cycles swelled. He struggled to contain the call. His slow and steady breath momentarily satiated the urge to explode. The time was coming, he thought. He was prepared for bloodshed. Mercy would be extended sparingly. Those who bore arms against him would learn the fateful lesson of a phrenic’s rage.

      They were a precious few. Already one had fallen since they’d left the comforts of Vim.

      One was already too much.

      The emotions that surged through him were largely unsurprising. Disturbingly, a solitary voice, low and gravelly, prodded the innermost recesses of his mind. It was a call that was foreign to his memory. The language was unrecognizable, yet he understood every word, comprehended each meaning, reveled in every ill intent.

      It spurned mercy.

      The craving for bloodshed was desperate.

      It urged him to bathe in the blood of those who’d wronged him.

      Pure, unadulterated hatred and malice seethed from its call.

      The raw agitation and the animus were extrinsic. His revulsion at the vile deeds and depravity of the previous master and sub-master wallowed in comparison. The sight of Sarial’s battered body had ignited the pure anger inside, melting away the bonds restraining his power. The flames that had been born of vengeful revulsion couldn’t hold a candle to the blaze of hatred that sought to overtake his actions. The serenity that had washed over his body felt charred by the heat of the animosity. The light seemed dull, clouded by a thick blackness that oozed as it sloughed off the calm that had coated his being.

      His stomach churned as it recoiled over his own malevolence.

      The feeling was startling. Sickening. He closed his eyes, focusing again on the sensation of the alexen in his veins.

      Inhale.

      Hold.

      As he exhaled, he could feel the voice subside. The unmitigated lust for bloodshed faded and with it the nausea. The call was unanswered, though it remained a distant grumble in his mind.

      Ryl made a closer survey of the troops. Kaep and Elias were nowhere to be seen. His roving gaze had catalogued much of the incoming army. His phrenic mindsight displayed no hint of either phrenic or Lei Guard to his front. The blood in his veins boiled with anger as he looked upon the host. Elias and Kaep had passed through before his arrival. He was certain that there would be knowledge of their presence. The truth of their eventual destination was hidden somewhere among the army.

      The wind swelled around his right arm, whipping his cloak out to the side. If necessary, he’d would work his way through the entirety of the force until he found his answer. His eyes squinted, burning with the intensity of an inferno as he glared at the carriage at the rear.

      Ryl knew where he’d start.

      The heat that coursed through his veins, coating his body in flames, led to a serene calm that followed swiftly in its wake. Ryl was at one with his powers. He balled his hands into and out of fists as he looked down upon the troops.

      A cry went up from somewhere within the front ranks as his presence was finally noted. After a moment of stunned silence, a frantic surge of activity rolled over the army. Horses, soldiers, and archers scattered to assume their prescribed positions. Order was dismissed first. It was a frenetic rush to array themselves in some semblance of a line. The struggle reverberated among the army as comrades jostled against each other to be the last to the muster. It was apparent that few desired to be the initial face the assault.

      Whatever it may be.

      Throughout the ranks, Ryl noted the collective body language detrimental to their victory. Though some itched with desire, weapons at the ready, eager to draw first blood, most stood on wavering legs, their weapons, if drawn, were pointed toward the ground. Bows were in hand, while the arrows remained stacked in their quivers. Shoulders were slumped.

      The first time he’d faced the soldiers, he stood among a unified front of phrenics and men. The kingdom’s guards charged, expecting to bowl over the meager force with nothing more than the force of sheer numbers. The earth-shattering defense from the heavens and the woods was as unexpected as it was terrifying. In the eyes of the attacking guard, they had been set upon by forces out of myth. It was astounding in its ferocity.

      Now they looked up the low rise before them at one man. Either supremely confident, or unquestionably fool hearted. Nothing could be seen of the terrain beyond the hill to his rear. What unseen horrors awaited his call?

      Order was loose among the troops that scrambled to attention. The regimented attention to detail that had been instilled under Captain Le’Dral’s watch had been allowed to lapse. The troops before him looked soft. Likely none had seen more bloodshed than the infrequent injury during training and overzealous fights at the occasional drinking establishment.

      The soldiers were forced to stake their claim over an open terrain that sloped slightly upward along the road, rolling calmly out to the west. The eastern flank of their deployment was anchored against a narrow bend in the river. The shallow water moved quickly as its mass squeezed itself through an opening far smaller than its original disposition. The guards spilled outward, forming their ranks among the loose terrain of the recently harvested fields. Their western flank sank into the mud as it lumbered its way into position.

      Several figures stepped out from the carriage at the rear of the formation. Three had the appearance of guards. The swords in their hands glinted as they reflected the light from the sun. The fourth was dressed in a long black cloak. The finery was bedazzled with gems and assorted jewelry. Ryl could see the hatred radiating off him more clearly than the glint of the precious stones in the sunlight.

      Even from the distance, he recognized the man.

      Lord Maklan.

      “Attack.” The shrill cry floated over the army, arriving at Ryl’s location as a muffled curse. Maklan ordered the charge long before his troops were close to mounting a cohesive charge. There was a general milling about as a few worked up the courage to lead the initial wave.

      “Hold,” Ryl boomed over the gathered army, his voice crashing like thunder. He forced out a wave of reluctance.

      His words carried a weight absent from Maklan’s previous command. The lines faltered and then held. The soldiers balked at his word. All eyes locked on to his position.

      “Stand aside.” Ryl’s voice rose so all could hear. “Should you pursue your path to the north, you will find nothing but death. The tributes are no longer within your reach. They are free. Should they resurface, it will be of their own volition. They are no longer subject to your command.”

      He let the wind swell around his body. The shifting of his cloak increased. It snapped out to the side; the echo accentuated the end of his statement. Murmurs rose from those assembled before him. In many places, the lines shifted.

      Backward. Only a step, but the truth and the message of his words ran true.

      “I seek information, not your death,” he announced. “Stand aside, and no harm will come to you.”

      “Fools.” Maklan’s shrill voice dripped with rage. “Kill him, or it will be your heads the king has on a pike.”

      The councilor, the newly installed captain of the Cadsae Proper guard, waved his hands wildly as he shrieked. His crooked finger shot out toward Ryl, pointing the way of the charge like an arrow.

      Ryl knew his words would likely fall on many a deaf ear. He was encouraged that his expectations were far lower than the actuality of the result.

      A cry of rage broke from the forward rank as it surged forward. Notably, in several locations the charge was far less enthusiastic than in others.
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      The thunder of the hooves swelled as the army charged Ryl’s position. Pikes glinted in the sunlight. Freed blades flashed as they primed for the strike. He widened his stance, digging his heels into the ground as the incoming charge increased its speed and ferocity.

      Encouraged by their like-minded comrades in arms, the war cries rose from the lips of many across the line of cavalry that led the charge. There was little coordination to the approach. Riders from all points in the line surged ahead of their companions.

      Either that, or others lagged behind. Fearful of what was to come, or of what was to befall them should they show weakness in the face of a solitary foe.

      At the heels of the cavalry, the leading element of the foot soldiers lazily plodded forward. Like the charge of the mounted guards, scores surged ahead, breaking through ranks to reach their prey.

      It was evident that there were two very different armies fielding the resistance this day. One was still incensed by the thoughts of blood. They demanded retribution for the actions that had disrupted the time-honored tradition of the Harvest, the persecution of the tributes. The others had been extrinsically challenged. Whether they merely challenged their heritage, or fully embraced the turmoil, questions had rooted within their subconscious. Ryl was all too aware of the power of the mind’s hold on reality. It was his straggling belief in hope that had allowed him to look ever forward after cycles of abuse. It kept him afloat, biding time until the truth was set free.

      The front lines of the charge edged closer. The rumble of the combined weight of horses and men drowned out all other sounds. In the distance, beside the plush, crimson trappings of the black wagon, Lord Maklan quivered with jubilant excitement.

      To the east, along the river, the guards in the middle of the rank appeared to lose focus on him, instead turning their attention to the river. Ryl could see little else over the heads of the soldiers and the snarling grins of the riders approaching to seal his demise.

      The moment was nigh. No longer could he resist the urge that pulled from within. The alexen had made their peace with the repercussions of what was to befall. They had been warned. He opened his heart to their call, careful to ignore the rumble from within. Disturbingly, a sliver, though tiny, screamed for carnage. It demanded death. It begged him to deal it out with reckless abandon. Ryl felt the call like an inky blackness that clouded his mind. It threatened to obscure the reasoning, the justification, the understanding of the truth. Its carnal rage demanded one thing.

      Death.

      Ryl’s internal struggle blossomed as the riders bore down on his position. His decisions hadn’t been made idly. They’d been born of cycles of his own personal torture. They were amplified by a millennium of repressed rage and sorrow from the alexen that burned in his veins. He had no desire to spill the blood of man. He’d seen enough blood to last him a lifetime.

      Yet, in his heart, he failed to believe the truth. There would be death.

      The riders shouted in wild bloodlust as their target remained unmoving. Their prey, seemingly paralyzed by fear, stood rooted in place. The excited cries of the approaching soldiers washed over Ryl. The mirth they gleamed from the prospect of death was sickening. His stomach churned in revulsion.

      Kaep was in danger. The army stood as the most immediate obstacle in his path. Though massive, it was not immovable. If blood was needed to free her …

      Blood they would have.

      Ryl squeezed his eyes shut. The earth thundered as the riders neared. With a final effort, he silenced the rumble demanding slaughter. Wind screamed around his tattooed right arm. A cloud of dust billowed out in a ring from his body. The ferocity of its storm whistled. A shrill, high-pitched wail rang out, muting the thunder of hooves and the savage cries of man.

      Ryl opened his eyes. They burned with the repressed fire of ages of persecution. His left hand closed on the Leaves, wrenching a solitary blade from its holster.

      With an explosion of brilliant green fire, the weapon flashed to life. The particles of dust that stormed around him reflected the glow of the fire. A mottled green cloud undulated around him, spreading like a creeping mist from his position.

      He surged forward to meet the charge.

      The wind screamed from his arm as it reached a frenzied pitch. He struggled to contain the wrath that was brewing. Ryl slammed his right arm forward, angling a narrow arc, several body lengths wide, into the center of the incoming attack. He felt his body shudder. There was a dramatic release in pressure as the gout of wind poured from his arm. A low, thick cloud of dust rolled after in its wake. His body was obscured as he slipped into the churning haze.

      The focused blast of air collided with the riders with a chilling force. Men and beast screamed in surprise as the invisible wall tore into their ranks. Men cried in agony; horses nickered and whinnied as their swift forward momentum reversed instantaneously. The invisible wall of the clouded front tore through their ranks. Bodies twisted uncontrollably as the blast of air threw them backwards, toppling man and beast in its path.

      The loosely ordered charge of mounted guards devolved into utter mayhem.

      Ryl emerged from the cover of the approaching cloud. With a green, flaming blade in hand, he materialized from the dust, charging into the gaping alley his blast of wind had hewn through the assault. The ground underfoot was loose, churned by the pummel of hooves. The dry dust was abrasive. The scent of the earth mingled with the odor of horses.

      All around him there was chaos. He choked down the revulsion at the damage he’d wrought. The power of his blast had exceeded his expectations. Men and beast struggled to regain footing. Some staggered hopelessly before collapsing again, succumbing to injuries. In several cases, arms and legs were cocked at unnatural angles, while blood flowed freely from others. Many remained still.

      Those still atop their mounts reined in their horses, wheeling to regain control of their spooked animals. Ryl hammered those around him with a wave of panic and fear. Several of the majestic beasts reared up in protest, ridding themselves of the riders clinging to their backs.

      For a moment, Ryl remained unmolested as he traveled through the melee. A gap of nearly fifty meters had opened between the riders and the charging guard. The forward ranks of the army sprinted at him. Curses of anger and hatred swelled as they watched the invisible power knife its way through their companions.

      Ryl noted the disturbance that had grown along the river’s edge. Whatever had caused the commotion had now moved into the midst of the eastern flank. A densely packed circle of guards constricted around what appeared to be a fight in the middle. Had the guards turned on themselves?

      His survey was interrupted as his more immediate concerns charged again with bared blades and spears. His vision of the approaching foot soldiers was blocked as riders again worked to close the gaping hole he’d punctured through their line.

      Their approach was slow, as their forward momentum had stalled. Training, drills, and the experience of simulated mounted combat were lost as the reality of the battle eviscerated their plans. Mounted warriors now fought as single units. They jostled amongst each other as they sought a solitary target in their midst. Many of those unlucky enough to be unseated by Ryl’s initial attack were trampled by their companions, lost in the haze of dust that blanketed the battlefield.

      A pair approached from his front. Separated by a little more than a meter, they spurred their mounts toward him. The rider on the left snarled as he pointed his spear at Ryl’s chest. The one on the right held his sword aloft, priming for a killing strike. If their blades didn’t shred his flesh, the horses would run him to ground.

      They moved with caution, though their anticipation was palpable. They longed to spill his blood. There was a vicious desperation, a need to inflict damage. Ryl dipped into a hint of the power that flowed within his veins. His movements were a blur. In a flash, he ducked under the spear leveled at his chest by the rider on the left, grabbing the shaft with his free hand as he passed beneath.

      The rider had been ill prepared for the unexpected speed or unpredictability of the action. With little effort, Ryl redirected the point of the lance. There was a sharp cry as the blade punctured through the midsection of the rider to his right. The point punched through the back of the doomed soldier, spilling a river of blood and gore. The color blanched from both men’s faces.

      So sudden was the action that the rider with the spear had yet to let go of the reins. His horse followed the point of the weapon, the bulk of the horses’ bodies formed a living shield, staving off the assault that he could hear approaching from his rear. Ryl slashed outward with the weapon in his left hand. The flaming blade gouged a deep gash through the guard’s leather armor, biting into his chest as it passed.

      Ryl found himself again on the outside of the disorganized mass of cavalry. The foot soldiers still approached at a steady clip. Stretching hundreds of meters across and several members deep, the incoming crush was thousands strong. The alexen in his blood still raced with excited fury, yet his appetite for senseless destruction lapsed.

      Ryl had no desire to fight the entirety of the host. His eyes locked on the wagon perched safely at the rear of the army. Lord Maklan’s face was flushed red with rage. His screams and wild gesticulations were clear over the roar of the army.

      There was no need for a prolonged battle. Ryl’s focus resolved. His target pointed a crooked finger at him, his mouth spewing out orders, and likely insults, at a fervid pace. In the lord would be an end to the battle. With a grin, he charged the approaching line of soldiers.

      Off to his left, near the river, something about the disturbance caught his eye. Several bodies went airborne, flailing as they traveled meters into the mass of soldiers pressing down on the constricting circle. Where they landed amongst their comrades, small pockets opened as they toppled any within reach.

      Ryl’s heart lurched at the possibility. It wasn’t mere human strength that had caused the violent action. He scanned with his mindsight as he approached the soldiers. A single telltale signature of the alexen danced in his vision.

      His immediate thought was of Kaep. Had she managed to free herself from Elias? The thought was dashed as quickly as it had come. Her fighting style, while lethal at close quarters, was based on agility, not brute strength. The glow that registered in his mindsight was far too dim.

      Too weak.

      He hissed aloud as the reality set in.

      It was a tribute.

      One with inhuman strength, stubborn enough to take on an army single-handed.

      Of all the tributes secreted away in the Erlyn, one had been nearing consciousness when he’d left.

      “No,” Ryl cursed under his breath.

      Another body was tossed from the circle. The guard careened into the wall of soldiers penning the fight in. Those jostling to control the single assailant parted for a moment, as none seemed eager to risk the beating.

      His fears were confirmed as the mop of shaggy brown hair came into focus.

      It was Aelin.
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      Aelin stood alone, armed with a large stick. Even from where he was, Ryl could see the toll the exertion had wrought. The young tribute’s chest heaved as it gasped for every breath. He spun back and forth, monitoring all sides, gauging the location of the next attack he knew was imminent.

      The boy, untrained, would not last long.

      With a growl, Ryl dug his feet in, pivoting as he rapidly changed directions. The loose soil, churned from the passage of the cavalry, slipped beneath his force.

      Panic set in as he lost his footing, toppling sidelong toward the ground. The approaching army was only meters away. Ryl could see the excitement blossom in their eyes as they grasped the opportune timing of his error.

      The soft earth cushioned his fall. His inherent experience and ingrained agility reacted as if second nature. Rolling as he fell, his momentum carried him back to an upright position. His right leg was angled toward the charging army; his weight rested on his left leg, bent at the knee, the ball of his foot planted firmly in the ground. The first of the army was now only steps away.

      A solitary warrior had surged ahead of his companions. He was of a medium build, muscular, though his body tended to look softer than the chiseled physique of a hardened warrior. His face was framed by short cropped brown hair. All in all, there was little remarkable about his rather mundane features.

      His uniform was worn and dirty, a testament to days of marching. A thick layer of stubble coated his chin. Few scars marred his complexion, unsurprising owing to the relatively docile nature of the life of a guard in Damaris. That was where the average features ceased to command any due surprise.

      It was his face that drew Ryl’s attention. The man’s mouth was curled into a vicious snarl. It had a remarkably feral appearance. His eyes, squinted and brown, dripped with malicious intent. He longed for this moment. He’d cherish the opportunity, reveling in the fortuitous situation that had developed before him. It was an honor, a tale that would be passed on as a family legend for generations to come.

      Ryl had seen enough. That same face graced the features of too many who sought to run him down. What of Aelin? The boy wouldn’t last long under the sustained press of the army.

      The wind ripped around Ryl’s arm. He swung his tattooed arm in a wide arc, angling low toward the ground. As the wind released, he dove backward, ripping the second of the Leaves from its hidden sheath. A gout of green fire erupted into a serrated, translucent blade.

      The blade of air knifed into the lower legs of those closest to him. Across the front of the charge, legs were ripped out from under them. For a moment, their bodies were weightless before the ground regained its pull over them. The vicious snarls morphed into surprise and fear at the uncontrolled approach of the earth.

      Having no time to defend against the ferocity of the wind, the lead attacker struck the ground face-first. His hand hadn’t the time to arrest his fall. His legs coiled behind him as he skidded across the dirt. Ryl hammered the butt of the Leaves into the back of his skull, silencing the man’s muffled curse.

      The wind bought him a moment to regain his footing before the wave of soldiers encircled his location. He was engaged on all sides, dodging sword points, daggers, and bludgeons as the guards, grinning at the release of their misguided rage, sought his death. Ryl needed only a touch of the speed to hold them at bay with lethal efficiency.

      He chopped downward, defending against a sword aimed at his gut. The burning blades severed the weapon at the handle, a finger’s width from the soldier’s handhold. Ryl watched as the man’s baleful eyes flashed with panic. He followed up with a fist to the man’s face, the crushing impact sending a splatter of blood as the soldier toppled backward into his companions.

      Wherever his blades flashed, they handed out death and destruction in heavy measure. The Leaves burned with an uncontrolled fury, severing weapons and limbs. The battle quickly became complicated by the volume of dead and wounded that surrounded the storm that was his defense.

      His pocket of resistance moved steadily onward, the adjusted tangent angling toward where Aelin struggled. Ryl had lost sight of the scrum as his attackers had surrounded him and fighting began in earnest.

      He stood alone, defending himself against thousands who sought his demise. Even with the daunting odds, he fought with a confidence imbued by countless lifetimes of experience. His body moved and struck, parried and countered with an unconscious fluidity. Still, he’d yet to unleash anywhere near the full complement of his speed.

      Ryl held back, tempering his confidence before it reached cockiness. His abilities far surpassed any that the guard could provide, yet it would only take a single misstep to spell his demise.

      The Horde exhibited speed that nearly rivaled that of the trained phrenics. They attacked with sheer force and unending malice. The demons held nothing back, investing their full being into their charge. There was no fear of injury or death.

      The guards surrounding him were sluggish and poorly disciplined. The most exuberant of his attackers fought with little regard for their companions, though with a cautious interest for self-preservation. Ryl knew his skills. Even without the use of speed, he would be more than capable of holding his own for a time. Using the full complement of his power would have amounted to nothing more than a slaughter.

      He’d not butcher them senselessly. He’d come for Kaep. Now he found Aelin’s security was a more pressing emergency.

      Still he felt himself getting lost in the thrill of the battle. The subtle whisper, the call for death, had risen in volume and intensity. With every life that was snuffed out at the burning ends of his blades, it grew. He felt sick as a sliver of his body relished the mounting death toll.

      He struggled to quiet the foreign urges that had surged to the forefront. The sight of Aelin’s continued struggle served to refocus his attention. He was making progress toward the tribute. The view from his mindsight showed Aelin’s path moving steadily toward Maklan. Ryl growled in frustration as he realized his pace was far too sluggish. With every fallen comrade, his attackers seemed to lose a touch of their exuberant hostility. Their attacks had proven fruitless. Many struggled harder to move further from the reach of the burning green blades than tempt their fate.

      A whistle, though faint, barely audible over the commotion, caught Ryl’s attention. The light of the sun dimmed as if blocked by a thin wisp of a passing cloud. The skyline darkened as the volume of the high-pitched chorus swelled.

      The sky was choked with a flight of arrows. Their song screamed as the projectiles reached their apex.

      “Arrows,” Ryl shouted. “Cover, now.”

      The realization sank in. The fight blanched from the faces of the army in the path of the deadly swarm. Ryl was forgotten as soldiers scrambled for cover. None bore shields. Many ducked where they were, curling into a fetal position to make themselves as small as possible. Some held their blades over their heads in a futile effort to defend themselves. Some struggled to wriggle beneath the bodies of their fallen comrades.

      Ryl’s anger boiled over. The alexen in his veins mirrored his revulsion. Maklan was willing to sacrifice those most loyal among his army for the chance of seeking his vengeance. The callous indifference was toxic.

      His immediate thoughts went to those struggling for safety around him. Though likely many had made their peace with seeking his demise, he’d not willingly watch them slaughtered to feed one twisted councilor’s vendetta. How many others took up the march out of pure duty alone? His sentence had stretched out for cycles before the first hint of the true sentiment had been laid bare with the assistance of Andr in Tabenville. How many among the army shared even a sliver of those beliefs?

      Distrust and questioning were his allies.

      The bonds forged out of threats and fear were far weaker than those forged by genuine action. By saving those he could, could he tip the tenuous scales holding any of their doubts aloft?

      Ryl hardened the woodskin over his body. The wind swelled around his right arm as the cloud of arrows streaked from the sky above.

      There were too many bolts.

      With a scream, Ryl tapped into the speed that coursed through his veins. Time slowed to a crawl as the arrows limped forward. The torrent of wind swelled from his arm, ripping forward as he slashed his hand from right to left in a wide arc across the arrows’ path.

      Green flames exploded from the Leaves in his hand as the fire seemingly caught the particles of dust in the air. The focused blade of air collided with the wave of projectiles with a sharp snapping of wood. A gout of green flame followed in the wake, sizzling as it caught the splinters of wood ablaze. The steel tips of arrows, thrown off course and trackless, waffled in the air as they careened toward the ground. Sparks and burning shards of wood rained from the sky.

      Ryl’s impact on the arrows was profound. The projectiles were shattered by the hundreds. The blistering heat and flames vaporized much of the remaining wooden debris and fletching. Still, those outside the arc of Ryl’s wind were unaffected. Their damage would be dramatic, though he could do nothing to affect the outcome.

      Ducking his face into the crook of his elbow, Ryl released his hold on the speed. He’d grown accustomed to the snapping of time as normalcy was restored. Stray bits of metal and charred shavings of wood pelted his side. They bounced off the hardened crust of his woodskin, stinging where they struck, yet resulting in no substantial damage.

      Many of those outside of the path of his influence did not fare as well. The solid thuds of the projectiles striking earth were drowned by the pained screams of the guards. Hundreds felt the vicious bite of the arrows. Agonized cries rose from all around as the toll was exacted on their comrades. Jagged metal barbs protruded from flesh. Blood poured from the wounds as the tears streamed unabated. Many who fell were unmoving, a cruel twist of luck as the deadly point found a fatal entry.

      Ryl rose to his feet. His defense was unnecessary. He let the brilliant green blades flicker into dormancy. The guards who regained their footing hastened to the aid of their wounded comrades. They cast worried glances, targeting the army at the rear, not the lone cloaked warrior standing in their midst.

      Those closest to him backed away sheepishly. Their expressions were framed by looks of awe or horror at what they’d just witnessed. Ryl repressed the urge to delve into the inherent knowledge of the alexen, curious at the unexpected reaction of the blades and the soulborne wind. Green fire had burned the sky.

      The greater impact of the flight of arrows and the damage they wrought upon their friends was more profound. The guards were sapped of their morale. Their fighting spirit seemed to evaporate as the Leaves faded into nothing more than innocuous lengths of well-worn wood.

      Ryl seized the opportunity to stoke the fire of uncertainty that caught as the last of the arrows felled friend, not foe.

      “This is the callous indifference of how your kingdom, how Lord Maklan treats you?” Ryl spat. His voice echoed over the gathered army. He laced the words with emotion. Raw honesty poured from his body. “The sons of Damaris, trusted warriors, chosen to guard over the most coveted resource in the kingdom. Cut down by your own commanding officer, the mouthpiece of the king. Your lives are meaningless to them.”

      Ryl moved forward. Those in his path backed away as he put one foot purposefully in front of the other. The army around him was scattered. Wounded lay writhing in pain, their blood mixing with the loose dirt. Some pawed frantically for signs of life among downed colleagues and friends.

      Ryl could see over the temporarily placated crowd. The disturbance by the edge of the river had subsided. A small pocket moved lazily through the reserves toward where Lord Maklan remained. The fighting had ceased. The phrenic mindsight painted a picture that turned his stomach.

      The glow of the tribute was still steady—Aelin yet lived. What beating had he endured before the havoc he wrought was halted? He was strong beyond measure, yet under all his strength, he was but a child.

      A nine-cycle-old boy, beaten by those likely triple his age. If the boy was mortally wounded, Ryl knew there was likely nothing he could do to hold himself back. The unknown, tormenting voice pleading deep within him would be granted its wish.

      “Who is it that the kingdom protects?” The anger rose in his voice as he quickened his pace. “It is the tributes they need. You are just fodder. You are expendable. Not one of you will ever be granted the power of elixir, whose source you so fiercely defend.”

      Maklan’s shrill voice cut through the crowd. “Archers. Loose,” the lord demanded. The blood flowing to his face stained his cheeks bright red. “Kill him!”

      The archers reacted with a speed that demonstrated their true acceptance of the plan. They had witnessed the destruction their arrows had caused as they crashed through the ranks of friends.

      Their target still stood. He had saved those close to him.

      The object of their attack had done more to protect their comrades than they had.

      A pair of guards moved from the ranks of reserves, depositing a body at Lord Maklan’s feet. The form was that of a child. The bloodstained, tattered apparel were evident from afar. His legs were limp. He crumpled to the ground as his captives released their hold.

      Ryl burned at the sight.

      “Hold,” Ryl boomed. He pointed his left arm toward Maklan. The innate stick was impressively threatening in his hands. “Stand aside. You have my word. Any who delay my passage will die.”

      He strode forward. The shocked guards around him scrambled aside, dragging their wounded companions from his path. An alley formed as he walked, closing behind him after he’d passed, yet well beyond the reach of dormant blades.

      The press of the crowd had subsided. Ryl quickened his steps, though he walked calmly through the avenue opening before him. His eyes, hidden beneath the shadow of his cloak, were active. Their careful observation cataloged every motion of those closest to him. With little effort, he forced a wave of emotions from his body.

      Doubt.

      Fear.

      Those with weapons drawn angled their blades toward the ground. Those with blades still holstered kept their hands far from the hilts.

      Gone were the hateful cries of bloodlust. The excitement had drained as the blood leaked from the dead and dying. Agonized wails rang from various mouths around him, forming a horrifying chorus of pain.

      Maklan’s cursing order for arrows echoed again.

      The creaking of bows drawn to their peak silenced the army.

      Ryl stopped, pivoting his head so that his voice was clear to those following in his wake.

      “The arrows will come for me yet again, whether you are near me or not,” Ryl growled. “A great deal of space would be wise.”

      Guards retreated with haste.

      The sky clouded black with arrows.
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      Ryl’s patience had run thin. His worry over Kaep had now spread to the groaning figure of Aelin. The boy hoisted himself up from his stomach. Maklan stomped him down to the ground with a heel placed squarely on his back.

      The cluster of arrows this time was noticeably more condensed. The archers limited their focus in an attempt to mitigate collateral damage. The majority succeeded though some errant bolts would likely fall among their companions.

      All around Ryl, panic issued from the mouths of guards as they scrambled over one another to flee the incoming death from the skies. The pathway before him opened like a great ravine leading toward the black carriage and Maklan tucked safely at the army’s rear. The line of archers was the last defense, standing perhaps twenty meters ahead of the Lord of The Stocks.

      Ryl continued his steady progress forward as the arrows screamed through the sky. Many had targeted his progress well; his death would have been assured. He shook his head as he increased his pace, a grin crossed his lips as he called on the speed again.

      The arrows crawled through the sky as Ryl darted from under their approach. He could have lit them ablaze again or used his wind to blow them off course; however, his motivation had been altered. His battle with the army had few targets left.

      There was information to be gleamed. A rescue to be made.

      Vengeance to be enacted.

      Ryl moved like the wind, never ceasing as it rushed through the army. The archers were less than fifty meters away. Closest to the bowmen, the gap that had separated the army before him before was still in the process of tearing apart. He brushed past guards who were frozen in action as they fled from his path. Those who were too sluggish, he moved with force. The edge of the sleeping Leaves ushered them from his course. Their bodies toppled away, the surprise and the fear growing as their eyes swelled in slow motion.

      As he approached the line of archers, the weapon in his hand again burst into flame. The wash of green fire and the brilliant light were blinding as they seared any who were close.

      With no rear guard, the archers and their ranged weapons were the last line of defense. Ryl could see the recognition dawn on their faces as the perilous nature of their situation became clear. They were now alone. Their defenders, numbering in the thousands, stood behind them. The wall of their protection had been breached.

      It had been breached with ease.

      The army fled from Ryl’s path, parting before him like water around a rock.

      Their reactions were mixed. For some, it was panic. Bows were discarded as they attempted flight. Some cowered where they stood. For others, it was aggression. Arrows were nocked in a desperate plea for one final shot at the target that had proven so elusive. No thought would be given to firing their projectile amid the close quarters of their companions.

      The archers were stacked in a staggered line five deep. Ryl slammed into the center of the formation at speed. He danced among the hopeless guards. The burning blade in his hand severed bows and limbs. The serrated weapon disarmed or dismembered those who still possessed the will to fight, passing through wood and bone with little resistance.

      Ryl had no intention of killing all those who remained. He needed to break the will of the army to fight, not ensure their rage. He’d sowed the seeds of distrust among the foot soldiers. The archers had been abandoned by their host. Ill trained to fight hand-to-hand, they’d been left to die.

      He focused the wind around his arm as he worked his way back to the center of the line. The air whipped around his arm, building its intensity until it whistled in his ear. Ryl twisted in a tight circle as he let the Leaves fade, releasing the pent-up aggression of the storm. The air swelled out from his body as his rotation brought him to a knee. A horizontal front of air, a wall of pressure, crushed outward.

      Ryl released his hold on the speed as his body came to a stop. The combination of his rotation, the release of the tremendous energy, and the effects of time snapping back to normal was momentarily disorienting. His eyes glazed over for an instant. His head spun wildly as if unconvinced his body had stopped spinning. His ears were keenly attuned to the sounds while his vision caught up.

      He missed the visual effect of the soulborne wind, though the actualization was profound. The cries of alarm, the clatter of weapons preceded the moans of pain. Solid thumps sounded as bodies collided with bodies. There was a light patter of dirt and small stones as they rained down around him.

      No one remained within ten meters of his position. Each soldier had been repositioned, likely with violent effect from close proximity to his body.

      Ryl looked up, scanning the crowd around him. He slipped the Leaves into their holsters as he turned his body to face Maklan.

      “Do not interfere,” Ryl hissed. The tone of his voice broached no argument. “This is between myself and the councilor.”

      The look on Maklan’s face morphed from something that resembled awe and shock to pure malice. His face had been pale; the light complexion altered into a blistering, splotchy red. There was a hint of darkness that clawed on the lower reaches of his neck as if tendrils of blackness were disguised underneath.

      Maklan bent down, hoisting up the squirming Aelin. One arm wrapped under one of the boy’s shoulders; the other held the needle point of a dagger to his throat.

      “Move and I’ll spill the boy’s blood,” Maklan cried, though his voice failed to hide the tremolo of horror. “There’s no more protection for the tributes or for you. I’ll gut him if you make a move.”

      Ryl stood motionless. The army remained still. For the moment, Maklan in his rage ignored the nearly ten thousand that had mustered to his call. His focus was singular. His animosity had a clear target.

      Ryl slid the Leaves back into his holsters.

      “I seek information,” Ryl echoed. “As long as the boy remains unharmed, nothing more. Enough have died today.”

      Maklan sneered. His lip curled up, showing his off-white canines beneath. The feeling of hatred that tickled Ryl’s sense was alarming.

      The councilor showed no signs of either alexen or its counter, nexela, through his mindsight. Aside from the dim yellow glow from where Aelin remained, his vision was clear. The emotion, the characteristic malice that accompanied the Horde, was eerily present. It exuded from the king’s emissary.

      For a moment Ryl was perplexed by the response. It was an unexpected ability from one who failed to possess the gift of the alexen or was of the Horde. The reality dawned on him with startling clarity.

      Maklan had been awarded the Blessing of the King, the fabled elixir promised to only the most devoted. How long had the councilor held his seat? There was no validation, though from what Da’agryn had said, King Lunek the Third was the same man who had ordered the initial murder and enslavement of the phrenics over one thousand cycles in the past.

      The elixir offered the gift of long life and, in such, the one thing most recipients coveted.

      Power.

      The undeniable benefits of the irrefusable gift had blinded those to whom it was offered to the inhumanities, both pre and post. To be willing to accept the gift, one must be willing to bid on, to purchase the life of another.

      Of a child.

      That flagrant sense of amorality coincided with the elixir perfectly. The taint was already within the body. The willingness to sacrifice a life to extend your own precious longevity proved the case. The blackness had already overtaken the heart before the first drop of elixir ever wet their lips.

      That the pivotal source of the elixir, the prime ingredient, was sourced from a living creature, let alone a human, was never subject to much consideration. That alone should have proven the inherent revulsion unjustified.

      Yet it was the eternal, undeniable hunger for more that won out in the end.

      More time meant more wealth.

      Greater wealth meant increased influence.

      Increased influence garnered more control.

      “You have no power to bargain here,” Maklan cursed. “You’ve played your hand. Your tricks have worked to this point, but they hold no influence here. It is I who hold the leverage.”

      He pressed the blade against the neck of Aelin. The point dimpled the skin; a drop of crimson leaked from the wound.

      Aelin’s face was bruised in places. One of his eyes was already shading black. A thin cut split the skin just south of his hairline. Blood mixed with dirt and hair, forming a sticky, wet mat over his right eye.

      The boy was still clothed in the standard garb of a tribute. His pants and shirt were a few sizes too big for his still-youthful frame. A frayed rope belt held them from falling to the ground. The threadbare fabric was normally tattered, yet now it was torn in various places, exposing the angry, reddened skin beneath.

      The rage burned in Ryl’s veins. The boy was far too young. Too innocent. He’d accounted for himself well, as witnessed by the sheer pandemonium of his charge. It had required overwhelming numbers to subdue the enraged youth. Maklan sought to use him as a token, yet to what end?

      Ryl sensed no fear from the councilor. His haughty arrogance was all encompassing. The vile man, in his own mind, could do no wrong, and as such was untouchable. Like Master Delsith. Like sub-master Osir. The power had run unchecked for so long, they were blinded by the reality that they were not beyond question. That they could be called to task.

      Ryl had lost far too many to the abhorrent misery of The Stocks. To the abomination that was their Harvest.

      Aelin would not be one.

      The call for action rippled through him as the alexen demanded action. The bloodlust of the unknown voice was noticeably absent.

      “Take off the cloak,” Maklan hissed. “Drop those vile weapons in your hands. I want to look upon your face as they burn on the pyre.”

      Ryl felt his face curl into an involuntary snarl. With the pressure of Maklan’s blade still firmly imprinted on Aelin’s neck, he was hesitant to move. His speed was unheralded, yet the force of the blade against the boy’s neck would prove his undoing. With a simple twist of the councilor’s wrist Ryl would be forced to watch the child bleed out. He needed to buy a moment of time. Needed to elicit a reaction from the councilor.

      He folded his arms defiantly across his chest, ignoring the command. He knew Maklan wouldn’t hurt the boy until Ryl was fully subdued. The hatred of the councilor knew no bounds, yet Ryl didn’t believe he was an unintelligent man.

      Focusing, he forced a wave of fear toward the tainted man. The feeling was never meant to garner a heavy response. He didn’t need one strong enough to move mountains. All he needed was to goad Maklan.

      The councilor laughed as the feeble wave washed over him.

      “Your pathetic attempts are useless against one who is all too versed in their administration.” Maklan laughed at the attempt, his body shaking with glee. Aelin, suspended in his arms, was jostled along. Ryl watched the blade slide a finger width further from the boy’s neck.

      Aelin’s eyes fluttered.

      “Enough.” Maklan’s mirth ended abruptly. “Drop your robe and those weapons you hide behind your back. Do it now, or you’ll watch the boy bleed out before you die. Guards, bind him.”

      None moved with the command. For a moment, all were still, cautiously watching the proceedings. Even the most devout had been tempered by the ease with which the lone warrior had knifed through the army.

      “You are all soldiers of the king,” Maklan shrieked. His face reddened. Spittle flew from his mouth as he fumed. “It is to King Lunek you answer. Until he arrives, I speak for him. You will answer to me, or you will die the same traitor’s death as those who disrupted the Harvest. Who allowed the tributes to be moved. Who’ve made a mockery of an event that has held the kingdom enthralled for a millennium.”

      Ryl saw Aelin’s hands, which had remained limp at his sides, flex with intention.

      “Seize him,” the councilor cried. “Now.”

      The enraged man emphasized every word with an air of superiority. Of unquestionable authority. His hand thrust outward; the knife point aimed squarely at Ryl.

      The grin on Ryl’s face was uncontrollable. His peripheral vision marked subtle movement from his sides. His ears heard the crunch of footsteps as they crept from behind.

      He hammered Aelin and the councilor with a wave of emotion, one powerful enough to rock an unprepared man from his feet. It was the most potent sensation he uncovered. It had kept him alive for cycles. Had brought him back from the darkness when the light seemed to fade to black.

      It was hope.

      The sensation washed over Maklan. His sneer turned into a wicked growl as the emotion passed by uninhibited. Ryl readied the speed in his blood that begged for release.

      Aelin’s eyes abruptly opened.

      Ryl met eyes with the young tribute. The recognition within their depths was vast. Panic that had clouded his face cleared like fog in the light of the sun. Aelin winked.

      Before Ryl could move, the young tribute lifted his left leg. Maklan failed to note the seemingly innocuous, involuntary motion of the wounded boy. The vile man’s attention, his animosity was directed toward the guards who failed to react with enough willful abandon. To follow his orders without question or pause.

      Aelin’s left heel hammered into the top of his captor’s left foot. The violent crack, the snapping of bone tore through the air. The councilor shrieked in agony. The wild, pain-filled wail was sapped of every shred of confidence and superiority that had dripped from his voice only moments earlier.

      As Maklan crumpled, Ryl darted forward. Less than twenty meters separated them from each other; the gap closed rapidly. Aelin twisted his body to his left, his hands closed like vises over the arm of the councilor who had held him in check only moments earlier. He tucked his body, using the momentum and his strength to heave Maklan’s figure over his back.

      The councilor wailed as his body went airborne. The knife that he’d held so intently against Aelin’s neck slipped from his fingers, spinning harmlessly to the ground.

      Ryl had almost closed the gap as Maklan’s uncontrolled flight reached its apex. He was astounded at the sheer strength of the youngster. He’d tossed the man, easily more than twice his size, meters into the air with little effort.

      Maklan’s eyes bulged in apparent fear. The moment that he’d thought to control had slipped irrevocably through his grasp. Ryl dipped into the speed as he reached the airborne body of the councilor.

      The man was nearly prone in the air, though his body angled slightly so his head was above his frantically churning feet. His legs spun out of control as if searching for the ground to dispel the weightlessness of the sudden, unexpected flight.

      Maklan’s body was suspended chest high from the ground. Ryl collided with the helpless man, catching him with his right hand hooked underneath his chin, his left hand on the collar of his shimmering black tunic. The resistance of the man’s weight as Ryl reversed the direction of his flight was inconsequential.

      He carried him backward a few steps. As he did, he spun him around, head over heels. With a final lunge he planted Maklan’s body on the ground with a force strong enough to sink him a finger’s width into the recently churned earth. The breath escaped from the councilor’s lungs in a rasping gasp.

      Ryl left the speed again fade. His cloak snapped past him as he wheeled to face the army, which was now at his back. His left hand slowly but menacingly slid behind his back. The refreshing jolt of excitement coursed up his arm as his fingers wrapped around the worn wooden handle.

      The approach of the soldiers, the footsteps he’d heard from behind had now ceased. Around him, guards stared at him with a mix of utter horror and awe.

      The silence was broken as Maklan gasped, his body frantically scrambling to regain the air that had been robbed from his lungs. He sucked in a desperate breath, with a raspy, high-pitched gurgle.

      Ryl turned his head, glancing down at the writhing form of the councilor before raising his gaze to Aelin. The young tribute’s chest heaved as he inhaled breath after deep breath. The fury still swirled in his eyes. His hands were balled into fists as he glared down at the councilor.

      The look was dangerous. Ryl feared that the boy, stubborn as he always was, had been overtaken by emotion and the call of the alexen. Having been freed from the poison in his veins, emotion and unrestrained powers were an ill-begotten mix. He forced a wave of calm over the boy. The tension in his shoulders seemed to fade as the sensation rushed through him.

      Aelin’s eyes cleared. The pained gaze was that of a frightened child, fearful of what he’d done. His expression reminded Ryl just how young he truly was.

      No child should be forced into this situation. The kingdom had forced it upon him. With little self-control, the alexen had compelled him to act. Both had taken advantage of the weakness of his youth. Ryl pitied the boy, who’d aged far beyond his cycles.

      Ryl nodded to Aelin. The young tribute slowly paced to his side. Ryl took a knee at the left side of the squirming councilor while keeping his eyes locked on the army that waited less than ten meters away.

      He placed his right hand on Maklan’s chest, pinning him to the ground, temporarily stalling his distressed writhing.

      “It seems your leverage has abandoned you, councilor,” Ryl hissed. His eyes remained on the forces that surrounded them. Though they seemed to itch with nervous anticipation, none moved to assist their commanding officer. “It seems your army has abandoned you as well.”

      For a moment Maklan’s eyes held his gaze. Fear was written across his countenance, though the expression was dwarfed by the emotion contained within his eyes. Ryl stifled an uncomfortable feeling of inferiority. He felt swallowed alive by the volume of hate contained in the councilor’s glare. The small orbs teemed with an unnatural wrath and fury that was wholly incompatible with human emotions.

      “The tributes are out of your reach. Out of the kingdom’s reach,” Ryl growled. “You’ll find nothing but the mist from the fall within the boundaries of Tabenville. Be warned, death will plague you at every step should you pursue.”

      He let the threat float for a moment, hanging over Maklan like a cloud. The gravity of the occasion only seemed to hold true for a moment. Maklan’s blackened rage overwhelmed his sense of self-preservation as he foamed at the mouth.

      “Fool,” he rampaged. “This army is nothing compared to the true power of the king. Your puny insurrection will have no safety when his full might comes to bear. Your time is short. Your friend will be the first to die. The king comes. His mercy will be savage.”

      The councilor broke into a racking fit of deranged laughter and maniacal ranting. Ryl’s eyebrows wrinkled as the sudden blackness pressed on his senses. His mindsight captured a wisp of black that blossomed in the councilor’s core.

      The sounds that issued from Maklan’s snarling mouth strayed further from human. His vocalizations devolved from wild gibberish to a cacophony of feral grunts and growls. The expressions on his face contorted. His lips curled, showing his teeth. He gnashed them together as he struggled to rise, snapping at Ryl with vicious intent.

      Ryl wrapped his hands in the folds of Maklan’s opulent black tunic, balling his fists as he hoisted the man to his feet. He hardened the woodskin on his arms as the councilor slapped and clawed at him like a deranged animal. It was only a matter of steps before he reached the black carriage.

      He slammed Maklan’s back into the side of the wagon high enough that his feet flailed a hand’s width from the ground. The impact again robbed Maklan of his breath, for a moment stalling his attempts to kick and claw his way to freedom. The wood groaned. Several large splinters sprouted from the side, revealing stripes of unvarnished wood hidden beneath.

      The councilor’s body covered the white symbol painted along the carriage’s side. The white gate with a solitary door standing ajar, though small, elicited a virulent response that Ryl could feel course through his body. A carriage similar to this had sealed his fate, and the fates of countless others throughout the cycles. From his fateful last moment with his biological family, the family who chose gold over their son, to now, the image still haunted him. Though only smears of white paint on a black surface, it stood for so much more.

      Hatred. Persecution. Torture.

      He snarled at the thought, increasing the pressure he forced against Maklan’s body. For a moment, the hatred whispering from the deepest recesses of his mind swelled into a scream. It was all encompassing. Ryl felt himself give in to the emotion. The wood of the carriage buckled inward as he pinned the councilor against the wall.

      “Where did he take her?” Ryl growled. The tone of his voice shocked him as it cursed from his mouth. It was colored in the venom of hatred, dripping with malevolence. A board to the councilor’s side snapped as it buckled under the force. Tiny shards of wood splintered, stinging as they sprayed across Ryl’s face.

      Maklan’s convulsions, his feral attacks had subsided. The wild, savage look on his face had reverted to a more humanlike emotion. His eyes bulged as the pressure crushed him. The ever-widening orbs swelled with fear and with pain.

      Ryl knew he was killing him. He had lost control of his body. He could feel the churning of the alexen in his blood. It was agitated. It was afraid. It pleaded for his attention, begging him to stop.

      His mind was singularly focused. Maklan would die. He was prepared to tear the councilor’s cursed body apart. Rend his limbs and flesh using his own hands.

      The voice at his side was nothing more than a whisper in his ear. An unintelligible word in a voice that was familiar, yet one he could not place. The emotion behind it, though faint, was genuine. It was immediately recognizable.

      The untrained raw feeling swept over him, snapping the bloodlust that had overtaken his control.

      “Ryl,” Aelin shouted this time.

      Ryl could see the boy out of the corner of his eye. His clothing was torn and spattered with blood. His face was bruised and red, covered with a mix of scratches, dirt and blood.

      The look on his face was pained, though not from the discomfort of the beating he’d taken. It was awash with horror at what Ryl was doing. At what he’d become.

      Ryl felt a shudder of chill rush through his body at the realization. He felt the familiar sensation of the alexen coursing through his veins, leaving only calm in its wake. He released the overpowering tension on the councilor’s body. The wagon rocked back toward them as the weight applied to its side reduced.

      As his senses cleared, the revulsion of the action he had been about to undertake threatened to turn his stomach. Ryl turned his head toward Aelin, offering a forced smile as he nodded his head.

      The creaking of bows and the twang of the strings releasing their burden echoed over the hush that had settled atop the pacified army. Ryl let the speed flow through him as he released the suspended councilor. A flight of a dozen arrows approached, their waffling shafts aimed toward him and Aelin.

      A single bound covered the distance to the boy. Ryl scooped Aelin up without slowing, depositing him a few meters away, safe from the path of the deadly flight. He’d covered nearly half the distance to the front of the army’s ranks as the last of the speed snapped back to normal. Several solid thunks sounded from his rear as the arrows bit into the wagon where he and Aelin had been standing moments earlier.

      A gathering of ten archers had clustered together. Bolstered by each other’s animosity and seeing an opportunity, they’d acted. Ryl barreled into the gathered resistance as the Leaves flared to life.

      The bright green fires flickered out a moment later. Ryl’s stomach churned. He averted his eyes from the devastation scattered around him. The wind swelled around his right arm, releasing in a wide arc that sent the closest guards tumbling backward. He stepped backward into the wide swath of space he’d cleared with the soulborne wind.

      “Enough,” Ryl boomed as he pivoted to keep a full view of the army. Green flames crackled off the Leaves, which burned menacingly in his hands. His sweeping glance focused on the carriage for a moment.

      The black wagon was littered with arrows sunk deep into the wood. Four shafts, undoubtedly aimed to seal Ryl’s fate, were buried deep through Maklan’s chest. The fletching of the fatal bolts were all that remained visible. The councilor was slumped forward, suspended by the arrows. A widening pool of blood collected on the hard ground beneath his lifeless feet.

      The vile councilor of The Stocks. The dreaded emissary of the king, Maklan, was dead.

      Ryl breathed a momentary sigh of relief, savoring the air that rushed into his lungs. Air that smelled sweeter than it had in cycles. The dreaded councilor was no more. Still, the kingdom was yet to be freed from the oppression. It still languished under the hatred that had constricted and poisoned the minds of the populace for nearly as long as recorded history.

      His mindsight captured a fleeting image. It was only a subtle shadow, a movement so insignificant that it almost passed without a thought. A faint wisp of black, a thin cloud, like the mist that covers the dew-soaked fields of morning, only to be burnt off by the sun. A haze of black emanated from Maklan’s body. It oozed from his skin. His arm twitched as the shadows evaporated into the air. For all his knowledge, Maklan had faithfully served the king for countless cycles. How long had he consumed the elixir? How long had the taint of the nexela added to the elixir poisoned him to his core.

      Ryl moved closer to the corpse now suspended from the side of the black carriage. His steps were tentative though he knew the man to be dead. Maklan’s face hung down, obscuring the view of his face. His silken robes seemed to hang off his frame with a roomy sag. A light breeze blew from the west. The folds of his garments shimmered as the light of the sun played off the billowing fabric.

      Using the dulled end of the Leaves, Ryl pushed lightly backward on the head of the councilor. The gasp from the pacified army at his rear was potent. To the left there was a coughing gag followed by the sound of chunky liquid splattering on the ground.

      The face that looked back at Ryl was unlike the wild, malevolent visage that had glared at him moments before. Maklan’s eyes were open, staring ahead into nothingness though there was no shimmer of life remaining. The withered orbs were shriveled, wrinkled as if puckered by age and drought. The skin stretched back, peeling away from his eye sockets, creating a disturbing image of eyes opening wider than Ryl imagined possible.

      Maklan’s skin was stretched across his face. Streaks of black crept up from his neck, reaching above his cheeks. His lips curled dramatically, forming a hideous inhuman snarl armed with yellowed, bared teeth. Ryl couldn’t help but see the similarities between the desperately emaciated body before him and the tributes he’d grown to know as family. The similarities, and the irony stopped there. The gaunt frame had more in common now with an enemy long since hidden from the kingdom.

      The similarities between Maklan’s remains and the Horde were chilling.
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      Ryl held Maklan’s head aloft for a long moment. The effect of the showing was profound. Silence emanated from the ranks of the army, which stood petrified. He released the councilor’s head as the muffled padding of Aelin’s footsteps approached. Maklan’s head slumped forward, stretching down until his chin rested against his sunken chest.

      A rapid, cursory glance at the young boy before him caused his lips to curl into an uncontrolled snarl. Aelin walked with a noticeable limp. The youngster favored his right leg slightly as he shuffled to a stop. Ryl could see him working admirably to hide the wince as the pain of his wounds lanced through his body. The boy’s face was smeared with blood, his hair matted to his dirt-covered skin. The clothes of a tribute, while normally haggard, were filthy and torn, stained with mud and dyed with splatters and stains of crimson. How much blood belonged to him? How much belonged to the soldiers who were unlucky enough to find themselves in his destructive path.

      Aelin tested his arms one at a time, the small smile growing as he satisfied himself that neither appeared unmanageably injured. The relief that flooded Ryl’s eyes must have been obvious, for the mischievous smile that spread across Aelin’s lips was contagious.

      He tamped down the joy in seeing that the boy survived as the agitation of his presence rose. He’d always liked Aelin, had felt a connection to the boy since they’d first met. The youngster was untrained though his strength was undeniable. At the moment, Ryl needed speed. The distraction of watching over the inexperienced tribute was a worry he had not accounted for.

      All feelings aside, they had larger, more pressing issues at hand.

      The army.

      The force had remained frozen, as if locked in trance by unseen magic. The last few days since Ryl’s interruption of the Harvest had tested the foundations of their beliefs. Unknown magic, speed, and powers out of myth had assailed them. Their arrows were incinerated by fire or shattered by wind.

      The stress had fractured as their commander abandoned his post, siding with the tributes over the kingdom at large. Maklan’s authority as the king’s councilor and his autonomy over the rule of the guard had stripped it of any true leadership. Missing were the senior officers who’d served under Captain Le’Dral. They’d been branded as traitors.

      The rumors were far darker. All had been presumed dead.

      The leaderless army had suffered defeat after painful defeat. They had run the pathetic force to ground before the border of the Erlyn Woods. The phantom army and the storm from the heavens had sent the army scattering. It was days before a sense of order was restored. It was a shaky march that had stumbled upon the lone warrior on the hill.

      The fracture had now bisected their beliefs in two. Ryl could see it in their eyes. It was clear from their demeanor. They carried their shoulders slumped as if the weight of the Haven Mountains were piled atop them. They fidgeted nervously. Likely the bulk of their numbers served as the weight that held them in place. All it would take was for one to run. They had all witnessed the wrath of the solitary warrior who had severed their ranks with apparent ease.

      The warrior who had stood firm against an army that outnumbered him by thousands. Those who had attacked, eager for the chance to strike down their foe, had met with disastrous results. Those who raised swords against him had been cast aside with little effort.

      Ryl surveyed the faces. The sea of expressions were varied, but potent. The cracks in the foundations that had been instilled for generations shined through the doubt and fear. He put his hand on Aelin’s shoulder, casting him a brief glance as he spoke.

      “Stay behind me.” Ryl spoke in a low tone. “They look to have lost the nerve to fight. Still, it’ll be easier to protect you in case any seek foolhardy heroics.”

      Aelin nodded as Ryl gave him a gentle squeeze before removing his hand, stalking slowly forward. The youngster fell in behind him as he approached the army.

      The front rows of the force shifted, visibly discomforted at Ryl’s advance. The winds swelled quietly around his right arm. The intricate leaves decorating his tattoo shifted as if pushed by the gust. He hardened his gaze, focusing on a wave of intimidation as he addressed the army.

      Again, the call for bloodshed, the call to lay waste to the entirety of the force, to soak the soil with their blood tugged at his senses. It argued with the alexen. The white-hot, scorching essence of the phrenics was a calming salve compared to the thirst for blood hidden within the whisper.

      The voice beckoned in a language he couldn’t understand. Yet just as he could project his emotions over others, he understood the vicious intent. As he felt the familiar heat surge through his veins, the voice silenced.

      “Your war against the tributes ends here.” Ryl’s voice roared like thunder. “They are not your enemy. They are not to be feared. They are not your slaves.”

      He spat as the last words escaped from his mouth. The notion, still so fresh, so potent, was like poison to his mouth. He could taste the animosity in the word alone.

      “If none seek to harm us or the tributes, you will be left alone,” he continued. “It is a point I believe I’ve stressed enough already this morning. It is without a hint of conceit, but confidence that I say none here could lay a hand on me. Neither your arrows nor blades will harm me. We seek nothing more than answers now.”

      The murmurs rolled through the army. Guards spoke to their comrades in hushed tones. Ryl comprehended several of the conversations closest to him. Though he was loath to believe the segment spoke for the entirety of the army, there was no hostility there.

      They were afraid.

      As afraid of him as they were the king himself.

      Ryl pitied them in that respect. They had yet to learn the true face of fear. The demons from myth lurked ever closer to their border. Casting a rapid glance back at Maklan, he realized the enemy was already here.

      “Look at your commander now.” He gestured with his tattooed right arm toward the lifeless husk of Maklan pinned to the carriage by his own soldiers’ arrows. A gust of wind from his arm pushed the streaks of silvered hair back from his face. Even with his head slumped forward, the blackened stains that streaked across his face, extending up to his scalp, were obvious.

      “The stains on his skin are the marks of the ancient evil that history claims to have been wiped from the face of Damaris,” Ryl growled. His eyes travelled over the placid army upward. The towering figure of Taben the Defender stretched into the clear midday sky.

      Though featureless from this distance, Ryl felt the eyes bore into him.

      “Taben and his band of warriors failed that day,” Ryl hissed. “Though they routed the forces of the Outlands, pushed them back into the wastes where they originated, a part of them remained. The evil festered and grew. The Horde have tread openly on the soil of Damaris. They’ve rewritten the history of a once thriving civilization. Those who’ve accepted the Blessing of the King have done so with not only gold, but their lives.”

      The rumble of scattered divisions rolled across the army. One voice rose above the rest.

      “Why should we believe you?” a guard sneered.

      Ryl couldn’t see the face of the speaker, though he envisioned the expression that marred his features.

      He knew the face nonetheless. The tone of the voice gave it away.

      The scorn was undeniable.

      Ryl growled as his patience thinned. The call for violence swelled within his body. He could feel the alexen surging within him. The heat of their agitation was alarming.

      “Believe me or not, that is your choice. A choice that your freedom allows,” Ryl boomed over the chatter. His words dripped with honesty and truth. The projected emotion hammered the surrounding soldiers. “I speak now, not to educate. The time for that will come. Trust your eyes, for they rarely tell untruths.”

      Ryl turned abruptly, dipping into the speed that remained waiting within his veins. He reached the side of the lifeless councilor in an instant. With his left hand he grabbed a fistful of the wiry hair on the top of Maklan’s head, lifting his face for the army to see.

      In the clear light of the sun, the husk that remained was shocking even to Ryl. The flesh had receded further, cracking in places as the strain proved too much for the feeble, ancient flesh to withstand. The dark stains now touched his hairline. His eyes were black as the heart of a starless night, an unnatural matte that failed to reflect even the gleam of the sun.

      “See for yourselves the poison of the Horde.” Ryl held the head aloft. “These are not the ravages of long life, but a taint that affects the entire body.”

      “What would you have us do?” came a voice from the crowd.

      “The phrenics returned to Damaris to set free those who’ve been held against their will for centuries.” Ryl fumed as the visions of his own torture under the foot of the guards flashed to life inside his mind. “The Ascertaining Decree will stand no more. There will be no more testing. No more children ripped from their families. No more tributes. No more Harvest. Yet there is far more to be concerned about. The very demons that stalk the wastes of the Outlands walk amongst you. You’ve followed them blindly for cycles. The leaders you revere have been tainted by the Blessing of the King they so covet.”

      Ryl let the grumbles of muted conversation continue for several moments before another voice broke above the ranks. The speaker was among the front row of the army, closest to Ryl. He was nondescript standing amongst his comrades. His uniform was spattered with mud along his legs, the rest covered with dirt, dust and grime from miles of marching.

      “Are you asking us to abandon this army? To run home? We will be traitors to the crown. They’ll hunt us down, murder our families …”

      His voice trailed off as he neared the conclusion of his sentence. The error of his logic set in. His face blanched even before Ryl could respond.

      The anger settled over Ryl like a cloud. He felt the agitation of the alexen in his veins. The muffled voice screamed for bloodshed.

      He released his hold on Maklan’s head. The skin on the side of the councilor’s neck tore as his chin bounced off his chest. The tear splayed open, stretching from behind his ear to the back of his neck. Strangely, no blood issued from the wound.

      With purposeful steps, Ryl stalked toward the speaker. Toward the center of the army. The wind swelled from his right arm, swirling around his body. His cloak snapped out to the side as it was grabbed by the invisible hands of the gust. Dust, loose earth and tiny pebbles uprooted, spinning around his body in a clouded wall that shrouded his legs from view. He flexed his hands into and out of fists. The woodskin formed a protective crust over his palms, preventing his nails from digging into his skin from the pressure.

      Ryl stopped several meters from the speaker. The guard’s eyes darted from Ryl’s face to the ground, failing to meet his burning stare.

      “And in that, you’ll garner no sympathy from me or any other tribute,” Ryl hissed. His voice was low, yet it carried over the gathered army. For a moment, pure malice poured from him as he struggled to wrest full control over his senses.

      “Don’t think the irony isn’t lost on me,” he chided. “There isn’t a tribute here who has been spared the price in one way or another. We have been hunted for generations. Whether directly or indirectly, you’ve aided in perpetuating the cycle. Their blood is on your hands.”

      Ryl paused, hardening his glare. His eyes burned with the rage of an inferno. He met the eyes of as any who dared to match his sweeping gaze. Many shied back a step, withering under the weight and anger of his pointed stare.

      “At the moment, we seek information. Nothing more.” His voice softened. “Return to your barracks. Return to your homes. Remain here. The choice is yours. Your pursuit of the tributes ends now. There is a war coming. Every blade, every bow will be needed. Now who will answer my questions?”

      He knew the information he sought, though as bland as it was, wouldn’t be garnered openly. The sense of duty to the kingdom, the closed-lipped attitude of comrades in arms would likely prevail.

      That is, without force.

      Ryl’s eyes swept over the army. Few met his eyes. Those who did retreated immediately as his gaze froze on them. He desired to waste no more time dealing with the pacified army.

      Not surprisingly, none seemed eager to volunteer.

      In the front row, his gaze focused on a single soldier. He was far shorter than his peers who surrounded him. His hands rubbed nervously on his pants. His body quivered. Being located at the rear of the army, he was likely a reserve. If Andr’s description held true, he was hardly trained, more likely to cause harm to himself than another when pressed in combat.

      Ryl grinned as he pointed his finger at the quaking guard.

      “You.”
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      Color bleached from the man’s face as rapidly as his companions abandoned his side. The soldiers standing shoulder to shoulder scrambled to give distance as Ryl stalked forward.

      His approach was preceded by a wall of dread that hammered the wary guards. Within moments, all who surrounded the focal point of his attention had scattered, sacrificing the quaking guard to his fate. A low-hanging cloud of dust was settling to the ground as swords were cast to the earth as they scrambled away. As Ryl walked forward, he let a single blade flare to life, though the point remained angled down and to his side. The green flames licked hungrily, though harmlessly at the air.

      “I assure you, I mean you no harm,” Ryl called as he stopped a few meters before the man. “Though any attempt to molest me or my companion will be countered without mercy. You’ve seen but a glimpse of what we can do.”

      The nervous nod of the man’s head, and his audible, uncomfortable swallow were all the answers he needed. The surrounding soldiers continued to shuffle uncomfortably away as the waves of discomfort poured from Ryl’s core.

      “My questions will be brief,” he instructed. “Let’s start with your name?”

      The guard looked momentarily confused by the benign question. His mouth opened briefly before clamping shut as he failed to find his voice.

      “My … my name’s Hobs.” The young man stumbled clumsily through the words as if the name was foreign to his tongue.

      Ryl forced a hint of a smile to tug up on his lips. He sent a disarming wave of calm over the guard before him. For a moment, the uneasiness withered. The young guard raised his eyes, peering cautiously upward, attempting to penetrate the darkness that shadowed the upper half of Ryl’s face.

      “Walk with me, Hobs,” Ryl ordered. Though spoken softly, he broached no question. With uneasy steps, the guard followed in his wake. Aelin trailed to his opposite side. His limp was hard to hide, though the boy worked diligently to accomplish the ruse.

      He led the wary guard to within a few meters of the black wagon. Away from the prying ears and eyes that dwelled near the bulk of the army, Ryl had his first true opportunity to observe the man he would probe for information.

      He was surprised at the youthful complexion of the man’s face. More dirt shaded his chin than did stubble. His complexion was free from scarring and the ravages of time. Though dirty, the youthful glow was startlingly present.

      The thought sprang to mind as he studied the young man before him: he and the guard were likely a similar age. With the awakening of the alexen within him, Ryl had lost touch with his true age. Though he knew himself to be a young man only in his late teens, the ages of knowledge, lived through the memories and experiences of the countless phrenics who’d shared consciousness, clouded his perception.

      Prior to his freedom from The Stocks, age was merely the shortened ruler by which to gauge one’s abbreviated life. His Harvest was to be the finale of what had been a tortured existence.

      There was a muted choking from the nervous guard he’d called to question. Revulsion was written across the young man’s face. He swallowed roughly, his eyes squinted and watered as he stopped the contents of his stomach from spilling out.

      “What is he?” Hobs squeaked.

      “This is the product of the greed of men,” Ryl growled. “The taint of the Horde has allowed the torture of the tributes to carry on for so long. The alexen, which flows freely through my veins, is a prime component of the coveted, life-giving elixir. Though it is crucial to the process, it is far from alone. The alexen may grant life; it is the nexela, the blood of the Horde, that seals their fate.”

      The young soldier cocked his head slightly. His look bore the countenance of confusion and questioning.

      “What the alexen grants in power, the nexela removes an equal share of self-control,” Ryl continued. “The elixir binds those who consume it to their host. To the king. To what end the Horde plays is yet unknown.”

      Ryl glossed over any mention of Leiroth. The young guard was likely steeped in the false mythology and narrative born from generations of complacency. It was doubtful that the name would bear any significance. Ryl felt his blood heating as the alexen inside raged at the thoughts of the traitor who destroyed their proud order.

      “What is it you want from me?” The nervousness returned as the scowl grew uncontrolled across Ryl’s face.

      “Have you encountered any aside from us on your march through The Stocks?” he quizzed as he forced another wave of ease over the trembling soldier. The man’s eyes widened at the simplicity of the question.

      “Aye. Late last afternoon,” he blurted out. “A young man on foot, dressed in a cloak much like yours, carried a bound prisoner.”

      “When did they depart?” Ryl interrupted as he felt hope surge. The guard’s admission narrowed the timeline between their passing.

      “They sought immediate counsel with Lord Maklan,” Hobs announced. “They left by horse this morning. Shortly before you arrived.”

      Ryl felt excitement churn in his veins. They were still close. Only hours separated him from Elias. From Kaep.

      The nagging feeling persisted. It had been an ever-present irritation since he woke to find the phrenic missing. Though he perpetually failed to sense either Kaep or Elias using his mindsight, he couldn’t ignore the sensation that they were still close. It was as his friend was toying with him, keeping himself just out of the reach of his prying vision.

      If what Maklan had said was true, that the king already marched on Cadsae Proper, why would Elias delay upon meeting the army? The city and the relative comforts of the barracks, when compared to sleeping outdoors, were only hours away by horseback.

      They needed to leave and with haste.

      “Were you privy to any of their conversations?” Ryl probed.

      The guard shook his head adamantly as he spoke. “No, sir,” Hobs replied though a peculiar nervousness crept across his face. His eyes wandered as if ensuring that their current conversation remained unheard.

      Ryl’s patience had been exhausted. With little effort, he sent a wave of calming persuasion over the increasingly fretting young soldier.

      “One final question,” Ryl indicated to the visual relief of the guard. “What force remains behind in Cadsae Proper?”

      Hobs eyed him curiously, casting glances to both sides, searching for the army within the peripheral of his vision.

      “There may be no more than a handful left,” he whispered. “Lord Maklan commanded the entirety of the Cadsae Proper guard to give pursuit.”

      Ryl studied the guard for a matter of moments. He squinted his eyes as he watched the nervous young soldier for any signs of betrayal. He witnessed nothing more than hesitance, though his words were truthful.

      “You’ve answered all that was required.” Ryl softened his tone as he spoke. “I told you we sought nothing treasonous. You’re free to go.”

      The relief that flooded Hobs’s face was irrefutable, though the young man tried admirably to hide it. The figurative weight lifted from his frame was evident. He shuffled backwards for a few steps, his eyes flashing between Aelin, Ryl and the Leaves still burning in his hand. Though his confidence had risen considerably, he still appeared as if any moment he’d turn and run—make a break for the relative safety of the numbers among the mass of soldiers at his rear. His retreating steps paused, and the look on his face morphed into question.

      “What will you have us do?” Hobs inquired.

      “I cannot tell you what you ask,” Ryl added. “The concept is foreign to that which you’re accustomed to. I fault you not for your reticence. You are free to make your own decisions, yet you cannot outrun the consequences should you choose to take arms against the tributes. I understand that the world you were raised in has been rocked on its side over the last few days. I can see the light of questioning in your eyes. I urge you to think on it. There is a history you’ve yet to learn. It is dark, written by the evil forces desperate to relgate it to secrecy. They covet their power, the information, yet they are ruled by the fear of it as well. Should the questioning that you feel now spread, the light of truth will wash away the cloud they’ve forced over the kingdom.”

      Hobs froze. His steps faltered as the indecision raged in his mind. Ryl knew the internal torment. He could see the storm swelling inside the young man. The conflict was a visceral reminder of the struggles he’d powered through. His heart, his mind, and the alexen in his blood had waged these battles on several occasions. Ryl was forced to insert his will.

      The battle was recent; he still felt the effects ripple through his body. The foreign voice, the urge to lay waste to the entirety of the army, to bathe the fields of The Stocks in rivers of their blood was potent. It still called to him. Though just a whisper, the voice, the impulse was undeniable. It probed his defenses as if seeking an ingress, a pathway to complete control over his mind.

      “They’ll treat us as deserters. We will be hunted down,” came the feeble plea from Hobs.

      Ryl tamped down the animosity at the statement. He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Holding out his left arm, he placed it gently on Aelin’s chest, arresting his approach. Aelin’s eyes churned with the ferocity of an angry sea. Visions of his flight over the churning sea flashed into Ryl’s mind. The images were a painful reminder of his flight with Andr.

      He let a pacifying wave of calm flow over the incensed tribute. Aelin’s eyes calmed; the waters churning within reverted to the mirrorlike calm of windless still. A look of understanding passed between the two. Ryl removed his arm as the pressure from Aelin’s movement ceased.

      “Yet again, that truth will garner no sympathy from me, or any tribute for that matter,” Ryl growled, working diligently to keep his own anger in check. “For centuries, we have been hunted, enslaved, our families butchered. What was our crime? For what purpose were they murdered?”

      The silence was deafening. Even the wind stilled in anticipation of his response.

      “Greed. Power. The evil that poisons their minds and bodies,” he growled. “Look upon your councilor. He is nothing more than a shell, a vessel of the darkness that now stalks the kingdom in the uniform of the king. It hides under the colors of the great houses.”

      Ryl moved a step closer to the guard, whispering as he continued. “The darkness that inhabits them pales in comparison to the storm brewing within the Outlands,” Ryl grumbled. “They mass by the thousands. They will come. The tributes you’ve persecuted, held in chains, are the best chance for hope.”

      Ryl turned from the guard. His words had shaken the young soldier. The color that had returned to his youthful face had receded once more. His skin was pale.

      “The palisades will not hold forever against the wave of death that comes,” Ryl called back over his shoulder. “We phrenics are few and the tributes untrained. I urge you to redirect your animosity. They are likely the key to your survival.”

      Without waiting for response, he led Aelin onward, pushing the young tribute gently toward the front of the black-painted wagon. He angled the boy ahead of the pair of horses that drove the wagon. As they passed, he kept his body between Aelin and the remains of Lord Maklan. The sickening pool of blood crept outward from where he was suspended. The blood, nearly black, remained in a coagulated pool, the earth below seemingly unwilling to accept its tainted essence.

      The stench was horrific. Far from the stale iron tang of blood, baking in the sun’s light, the odor was putrid. It smelled of death, rot and decay. His stomach churned as the potent smell contained a flavor he knew all too well.

      It was the pervasive scent of the Horde.

      Tamping down the urge to retch, the pair moved to the heads of the horses. The agitated beasts stomped their mighty hooves, nickering as they neared. Anchored to the black carriage, the large drays jostled among each other, nervous of the newcomers.

      “Keep moving,” Ryl whispered to Aelin as he stopped along the flank of the closest mount. With deft precision that belied his personal lack of equine experience, he separated the horses from the carriage. He handed the reins to a bewildered Aelin, whose attitude mimicked a nervousness as severe as the guard they’d just interrogated.

      Ryl returned to the side of the black carriage, the burning blade still alight in his hand. A gout of green flame trailed the blade as he slashed the blade across the edge of the wagon. The serrated, translucent edge ripped through the heavy wooden panels with little resistance. Where it passed, the searing weapon set wood and fabric alight. Charred splinters and sparks sprayed out in his wake. The green flames eagerly took to light as they began devouring the exposed wood.

      With a flick of his right hand, Ryl fanned the fledgling blaze with a gust of focused wind. The green flames from the Leaves exploded into a brilliant orange as they spread across the sides and roof of the doomed wagon. The black paint bubbled in the presence of the heat. Within moments, the flames had engulfed the entirety of the wagon, Maklan included. Knowing the fire would soon consume the haunting relic, Ryl turned, hastening to Aelin.

      For a moment, he had feared retribution from the army at his back. He’d have been unsurprised if a concerted effort had been launched to overwhelm him and the clearly hobbled youth in his company. Yet, as trained as his senses were to the activity at his rear, no attack came.

      Ryl reached Aelin’s side within steps. The young man looked up at the agitated, unsettled beasts at the end of the reins in his hands with fear. The young man who only moments before had faced an army, unarmed and single-handed, looked upon the horses before him with paralyzing fear.

      “You’ve never ridden before, have you?” Ryl guessed.

      The young tribute shook his head rapidly without removing his eyes from the pair of horses that had sidled closer as Ryl approached. The drays were large, their muscular flanks standing above Ryl’s head, well above the young man at his side. They snorted in protest, stomping their feet, churning up the soil beneath them as they protested the unexpected affront.

      Aelin swallowed hard. He tossed the reins to Ryl, balling his hands into nervous fists that he rubbed on his tattered trousers.

      Ryl pitied the young man, as he understood his abject emotions. It was less than a cycle since his own awakening. He recalled how the drastic influx of information from the surrounding world seemed foreign. Growing up, Ryl had ridden nothing more than the lazy old workhorse his father commanded for his paltry work at the mill. He now stood eye to eye with a pair of massive horses, unbridled, yet he was unintimidated.

      Several lifetimes’ worth of experiences on horseback flashed through his mind as the alexen in his blood churned with excitement. Focusing on the beasts, he sent a wave of calm over the trained mounts. In unison their wide eyes swelled. Their heads cocked to the side as they appraised the newcomer in a new light.

      Ryl let the glowing blade fade, slipping the innocuous, dormant stick back into its holster. His attention and forced emotion focused on the pair of mounts. In unison, they both bent their necks, lowering their massive heads toward his. Ryl reached out his hands, gently placing them on their muzzles. With a final snort, a burst of hot air from their nostrils, they acquiesced to his touch.

      Ryl cast a furtive glance back at the army. Flickers of orange light from the burning carriage flashed across them. A plume of black smoke belched into the sky. There was no notable attempt at pursuit or attack. Most watched the blaze devour the carriage and the tainted remains of Maklan.

      His gaze travelled to Aelin. A smile broke across his stoic face as he noted the young tribute’s expression. Aelin stared with eyes and mouth wide. A string of questions seemed ready to flow from his open mouth, yet they were stoppered by the surprise.

      “There’s no time,” Ryl stated calmly, widening the wave of calm from the horses to the young man before him. “We need to make haste.”

      In one fluid movement, Ryl collected the young man under the arms, hoisting him to the back of the closest horse. Aelin yipped in surprise as he shifted uncomfortably on his new seat.

      “Grab a hold of her mane and hang on tight,” Ryl commanded as he swung onto the back of the second horse. “We need speed. Remain still. She’ll follow my lead.”

      Aelin’s fingers wrapped around a clump of the mare’s long brown hair. He nervously nodded his head before positioning himself prone along the horse’s bare back. With a gentle tap from Ryl’s heels, his horse lurched forward. With the lead rope for Aelin’s horse in hand, they moved in tandem.

      Within moments, they entered the narrow road leading south toward Cadsae and the Pining Gates. Easing into a steady canter, they rapidly left the disheveled army behind the rolling hills of The Stocks.

      Ryl slowed, allowing Aelin’s horse to run alongside. The nervousness that had covered the young tribute’s face had been all but lost behind the sheer joy and wonderment as the wind blew in his face. The childlike glow that accompanied his unfiltered mirth was infectious.

      For a moment they were both lost in the pleasure of the moment.

      Ryl feared it wouldn’t last long.
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      They’d traveled several miles before Ryl slowed the pace to a measured walk. Aelin had relaxed considerably after the initial hesitancy on horseback had resolved into unbridled joy. Ryl carefully scanned the countryside behind them, thankful that there were no signs of pursuit.

      Both ahead and behind, the road was still. Ominously so. Traffic upon the solitary main road that bisected The Stocks was light during for all but a few scattered annual occasions. The migration of the fish that churned the waters of Stillwater Lake brought an uncommon bevy of activity. Its plentiful bounty was a valued resource to the mouths of the guards as well as local citizens throughout the region surrounding Cadsae Proper. At the conclusion of every cycle, carts pulled by teams of heavy horses transported the perishable contents of the storehouses at Tabenville and the other small work camps back to the city that commanded the goods.

      Today, nothing moved in either direction along the road. To their east, the calming splash and gurgle of the sluggish waters lapping on the banks was the highlight of the activity in that direction. To the west, the fields of wild grasses swayed in the gentle breeze that blew steadily from the south. Though they were still many miles away from the solitary exit to The Stocks, the initial tang of the briny seawater tickled his senses.

      Following the cautious survey, he turned his attention to the tribute on horseback at his side. Aelin was still beaming from the excitement of being on horseback. Ryl had been surprised at the relative ease of controlling the beast at his side. At the onset, his fear was that the mount carrying the unsteady rider would test the limits of its newfound independence, even with Ryl’s firm hold on the lead rope. Fortunately, a steady stream of projected emotions—calm and unwavering confidence—held the trained mount in check.

      Ryl was relieved beyond words that Aelin had survived his foolhardy assault on the forces of the kingdom. How the boy hadn’t been maimed beyond recognition was a feat he would likely never understand. Through sheer stubborn will and strength beyond comprehension, the young tribute had given a more than adequate showing for himself.

      Aelin had charged into the fray, equipped with nothing more than a stick, strength, and a burning vengeance. The familiar pit, the desperate sinking in Ryl’s stomach, opened as his thoughts of the young tribute’s upbringing triggered the memories buried deep within.

      Ryl’s family. Their ultimate betrayal. The agony was still raw though nearly a decade had passed since that fateful morning. Nothing he’d tried, not even the awakening, not even the collective memories of generations, could rid him of the pain. It was ingrained into his every fiber of his being, just as the sun was to the daytime sky. Whether camouflaged behind clouds or storm, hidden by roofs of foliage of woods, he knew it was still there. Though absent from his eyes, it still burned nonetheless. Such was the pain of his betrayal.

      The agitation bubbled up from his stomach.

      “What were you thinking following me?” Ryl snapped at Aelin. Both were caught off guard by the harshness of his tone. The young boy’s eyes went wide. The joy evaporated as quickly as light dissipated from an extinguished flame. Sadness, anger, fear—a dangerous mixture of emotions replaced the glimmer in his look. His gaze fell, defeated, to the horse’s mane still wrapped tightly around his fingers. His mount cocked its head slightly. Its wide eye cast an uncomfortable look as if chiding him for his tone.

      Ryl knew he’d gone too far. Knew he’d spoken too harshly. He forced down the agitation at his own internal turmoil, calming his temper with a steady breath.

      “You’re lucky not to have been killed.” He spoke gently. He accented his words with a subtle feeling of warmth. The expression on the face that looked up at him was again changed. The youngster’s emotions were as wild and untrained as the alexen within his veins. Ryl understood the words before the boy even uttered a sound.

      “How do you do that? The feeling?” Aelin gasped, seemingly forgetting the recent chiding altogether. “I know it was you. The sensation was so foreign.”

      Ryl smiled, shaking his head slightly at the jovial child at his side.

      “You’ll not change the subject that easily, my friend. You’ll find that I can be quite as stubborn as you when I have a mind to do so,” Ryl joked. “You should have stayed with the others. Where I go, I need speed. Those who have Kaep will not likely give her up without a fight. I have worries enough for myself, without watching over you.”

      Aelin opened his mouth to retort. Ryl hammered the youngster with a feeling of hesitance. His mouth slowly shut as his eyes widened.

      “There will be time to answer your questions later. Now, I need you to listen and listen well,” Ryl ordered. The tone of his voice, though still pleasant, was firm and commanding. “I can’t risk sending you back to the Erlyn. The army is pacified for the moment, yet I wouldn’t doubt if a contingent doesn’t test their fate tracking the tributes. Those are a lost cause. You alone, even with your strength, would likely fall to their numbers before you ever reached the safety of the woods.”

      “I can fight,” Aelin interrupted.

      “Please, let me finish,” Ryl snapped. “Hear me out before you speak. I have a lot to say and time is short. I know you can fight. You can throw yourself into battle, relying on nothing but raw emotion and power to guide you. Yet for all your strength, you’re still a boy. Even a small blade in the hands of an average fighter can seal your doom.”

      Ryl paused as he tamped down the frustration that continued to boil inside. His eyes and mindsight scanned the terrain around them. In all directions The Stocks was still. Even the pervasive watchful eyes of the mighty palisades that hemmed them in seemed abnormally pacified. He squinted his eyes to the south, focusing on the skyline. The sky above the Sea of Plenty was scattered with thin lines of clouds. Each ran parallel to the next, fading into the distance. The gently churning clouds appeared as if they mirrored the waters of the ocean below.

      He squinted as his eyes focused on a solitary disturbance rising from the ground, just to the east of the southerly track of the road. The wisp was stained dark grey, climbing into the sky before the ocean winds blew it at a sharp angle further to the north and east.

      It was smoke, that he was sure. Yet, from the distance, the evidence of a campfire would likely have vanished before being noted. The signal fires that had burned along the staggered guardhouses, evenly spaced along the palisades, had long since faded out. New tinder was assuredly in place, waiting eagerly in anticipation for the next spark.

      For the moment, those keeping watch over the tributes, over the small band of traitors to the crown, knew their prey was contained. They were confined within the depths of the forest. There was no escape other than south. The signals would wait, carefully watching for any signs of coordinated movement.

      No, the signal fires weren’t the cause. Ryl’s stomach churned as the realization set in.

      Cadsae Proper burned.

      He spurred his horse into a trot.

      “I can sense the glow. The telltale sign that you share the blood of the phrenics who’ve passed before you is clearer now than ever before,” Ryl called over his shoulder. He sent a wave of compliance to Aelin’s mount as it readily matched his expedited pace. “I long to teach you how to understand and control the rightful, true powers that have been denied to you. It is a hard lesson. The alexen that flows through your veins is a blessing, not the curse that has robbed you of so much to this point.”

      From the corner of his eye, Ryl watched the effect of the statement as it carried through Aelin’s young body. His friend inhaled, readying the deluge of spite that was likely to explode from his mouth. His shoulders tensed, shrugging upward. His face reddened, while his knuckles bleached from the force of his fists squeezing together. The momentary struggle subsided, Aelin released the breath he’d collected in a single blast of air. His body deflated; his shoulders slumped, carrying with it his posture as the acceptance of defeat set in.

      “The toxin that you’ve been forced to consume since your first day inside this prison has run its course. Your body now has access to the full power of the alexen that flows through you,” Ryl continued. “As much as I enjoy your company, and have missed it over the last cycle, if there was another way, you’d be back in the Erlyn still. The road ahead will be dangerous. I need your assurance that you will follow my command without question or hesitation. There is far more at stake here than revenge.”

      Aelin, still downtrodden, mumbled his consent.

      “And besides, Sarial will have my head if she wakes and neither you nor I are around.” Ryl grinned as he attempted to lighten the mood.

      “You need to understand that we are outcasts beyond these walls,” Ryl continued. “It is true that there are those who will support the tributes at the cost of their lives. Many more would be more than willing to see us enslaved.”

      “But why?” Aelin squeaked. His voice was hushed, timid, lacking all sense of the awe-inspiring power contained in his phrenic muscles. “Why would they fear us?”

      “Ask and you’ll likely find yourself sifting through more lies and deception than truth,” Ryl acknowledged. “It’s undeniable that some are purely evil. They would willingly seek the elixir that grants them power, that grants them superiority over their fellow man. For others, the answer isn’t so concise. For some, it is fear. Fear for themselves, fear for their families, for the ones they love. Some are content to follow blindly, as it is the way things have been done for since before their parents’ parents were born.”

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Aelin whimpered. His small frame bounced awkwardly as the horses worked into a steady trot.

      “Aye, my friend, it doesn’t,” Ryl commiserated. “I understand how you feel. You’re stronger now that the toxin has been flushed from your body, yet more confused. You have questions that demand answers. I know how you feel. I myself went through the very same thing less than a cycle prior. You have much to learn about the power that flows through you, about the history you’ve never dreamed possible. Do not rush to throw your life away for vengeance just yet. I assure you, there will be time to fight later. The tributes, the world will need your muscle before long.”

      Ryl focused, sending a wash of confidence over the young tribute. Aelin sat up straighter though his knowing glance reflected the understanding of what had just occurred.

      “Until you’ve been trained, emotions can be your most potent foe,” Ryl warned. “The alexen inside you has a will of its own. Though easily subdued by your own, given enough stimulus, you could easily lose control. I will admit, I’ve done so on far too many occasions, and I’ve very nearly paid the ultimate price on several.”

      Aelin fixed him with a look of incredulity. It took sheer willpower for Ryl to resist the urge to cringe. The look bordered on uncomfortable. He’d grown accustomed to it, however wearisome and disdainful it had become. As twisted as it was, he almost preferred the looks of hatred and apathy to those of awe.

      Ryl acknowledged that his skills were an anomaly even to those phrenics who possessed the gift of the alexen. They were unbelievable even to the citizens of Vim, who were raised with the knowledge of the history and truth of their comrades. To those who were unaccustomed to these truths, who knew only of magic through the words of myth and legend, Ryl must have appeared invincible.

      A mythic creature worthy of worship.

      The attitude shackled him to a similar fate as had that of the open hatred.

      In one, he was worthless. Despised for merely living. In the other, it was he who knew he was destined to fail, as he’d be unable to perform the miracle that would be demanded of him.

      In both cases, it was his humanity that would suffer.

      Though he was gifted, unknowingly, with the power of the alexen, he was, after all, just a young man forging his way in the unknowing world.

      The weight of the prophecy and of the expectations was daunting.

      Aelin opened his mouth, though the words failed to follow. Ryl sighed, his shoulders drooping a touch as the air escaped from his lungs. Perhaps it was the change in his posture, the crack in his solid, commanding attitude that spurred the words from the young tribute’s mouth.

      “Ryl, could you truly have killed them all?” he asked. His voice wavered from the nervousness.

      “Aye, Aelin. That I could,” was all Ryl could muster for a response.

      With a grim half smile, he spurred his horse forward. If Cadsae Proper burned, their time might be shorter than he anticipated. There was no more time for instruction. He choked down the momentary agitation at the situation Aelin had unknowingly forced upon him. Both horses increased their pace.

      With the momentary lull in conversation, Ryl’s mind turned again to Aelin’s question. The truth of the answer was far more complex than he admitted.

      Physically, he knew he could have devastated the force of ill-trained guards.

      Emotionally, he doubted if he would have survived the aftermath.
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      The sun had long passed its apex as Ryl decreased his horse’s pace. The sun’s slow descent toward the western horizon cast long shadows across the ground to their left. He sent out focused waves of compliance and calm, easing the wary mount and unsteady rider at his side. Color slowly returned to Aelin’s knuckles as they loosened their iron grip on the reins. Though the young tribute’s mirth at riding on horseback was unrestrained, he still approached the feat with an air of inexperienced uncertainty.

      After the brief conversation, their pace had been rushed. There was little time for conversation. Ryl patted the neck of his horse in appreciation. The beast who had carried him thus far had done so without complaint. They had worked their horses hard, maintaining a trot or canter as the miles passed. Ryl was diligent in his study of the surroundings, yet aside from the ominous cloud of smoke, there were no additional disturbances along the path.

      They had thundered past the waystation before turning off the main road near the newly rebuilt camp at Thayers Rest. Ryl knew from his time in the fields that the river, though the rapids rumbled with speed, was shallow and easy to ford. Having destroyed the only remaining bridge before reaching Cadsae, it was the easiest location to cross.

      It was a peculiar sensation passing along the road with Aelin in tow. The oppressive feeling that was a mainstay of The Stocks was still noticeably absent, though Ryl refused to drop his guard. His eyes failed to note any hints of movement, and his phrenic mindsight never located any trace of disturbance, whether it be tribute, phrenic, or Lei Guard.

      Ryl eased off his horse at the base of a small rolling hill. The wild grasses of the fallow field grew uninhibited here. The rustling of the plants, jostled by the swirling winds from the sea, drowned out the heaving breaths of the two horses.

      “We walk from here,” Ryl called to Aelin.

      The young tribute struggled as he slid from the back of the horse with the expected grace of one not accustomed to the saddle. He massaged his legs and backside as the discomfort from the ride set in. Ryl smiled at the plight of the youngster.

      “You wanted to come along.” His voice dripped with sarcasm though his tone was pleasant. Aelin’s face vouched for his lack of acknowledgment of Ryl’s sense of humor, though his frown was the most he mustered for a complaint.

      From where they had dismounted, they were still hidden from sight of the village that lay behind the peak of the rolling hill before them. From the information Ryl had gleaned from the guard before leaving the army behind, they had left few in reserve to guard the city.

      From a tactical standpoint, the decision made little sense. Cadsae Proper was overflowing with revelers bent on basking in the festivities of the annual Harvest. To have abandoned the city to the mob of transient citizens, the majority of which were likely inebriated, defied logic. A great many of those now within the city limits likely shared the same irrational hatred of the tributes that had grown pervasive with generations of acceptance.

      Yet not all did. The spark still survived.

      Much had changed in the cycle since Ryl’s Harvest. At that time he would never have guessed the sentiment existed save for a select few. Though he had no indication of the size of the movement, or if any coordination existed amongst its unofficial members, there was no doubt that there were those who opposed the enslavement of the tributes. Opposed the throne.

      The city had been ripe with tension when he last left. After their disruption of the Harvest, panic had fallen upon the city that already teetered on the edge of revolt. If the guard had truly vacated the garrisons, who was to stop the inevitable conflicts from boiling over?

      Ryl cast his vision toward the eastern palisade that now dominated the horizon to his left. The looming stone walls had steadily grown throughout the day as they continued to make their presence felt. The palisades had been immensely imposing. They were feared during his time between their ranks. Looking at them now, he viewed them as nothing more than a weathered, cracking facade of a kingdom that was soon to fall.

      They would hold him no longer.

      They would hold the tributes no more.

      True to the guard’s testimony, they had noted no signs of activity along the walkways that stretched the peaks of the great walls. He scanned them again for signs of guards. Nothing moved within the extent of his eyesight or phrenic vision.

      His careful survey inevitably ended toward the east. The pillar of smoke that he’d watched grow throughout the day was larger than he’d ever imagined. A massive black cloud boiled into the sky, spewing ash and debris over the city as it burned out of control. Cadsae was situated in the southeastern corner of The Stocks at the intersection of the mighty palisades. From his brief, yet eventful foray into the free city outside the Pining Gates with Andr, he understood better the layout of the sprawling habitations beyond.

      Directly to the east, hidden largely in the shadows of the looming wall, was the East Ward. The gritty, working backbone of Cadsae Proper, home to the downtrodden and the outcasts of the upper echelons of society. Crime in the East Ward was rampant. Simultaneously a cause and a byproduct of the situation. Those who had nothing fought for more. Those with excess strove to expand their wealth. The true human cost of this perpetual struggle was never calculated, as it largely went unseen and therefore unnoted.

      Ryl motioned for Aelin to follow as he slowly crested the small rise. Step by step the tops of the buildings of Cadsae resolved from behind the wild grasses. First to take shape were the three identical common houses. The horseshoe-shaped arrangement of run-down buildings, capped on the closest end by the smithy and the other by the Master’s House and clinic, slowly materialized before them. Set into the backdrop of the drab southern palisade, the Pining Gates stood out ominously. More foreboding than normal. The massive inner door, with its weathered, rough dark brown wood, had provided at least some contrast in color from the grey of the stones that enveloped it.

      The fire they had set to buy them time to escape with the tributes had decimated the mighty structure. Charred chunks of wood of varying sizes were piled high on either side of the road. Twisted lengths of blackened metal jutted up from the rubble. The road leading from the gate was stained with a wide, solid black streak that crossed the village before fading as it moved to the distance. Thousands of feet tracked the soot and ash from the rubble coloring the surface of the road. Only along the edge of the mark was there any evidence of solitary action. Here and there a single boot print stood alone from the thousands that melded together around it. Its deviation was never for long. Within a matter of paces, it was swallowed up by the host that followed.

      Ryl felt a chill roll through his body as he peered into the darkened maw where the mighty inner doors once stood. The shadow was impenetrable. The darkness inside the inner chamber of the gate was an endless void. Visions of the nightmares that had plagued him for cycles flashed back into his mind.

      The darkness had been there then. It clawed at him with razor-sharp talons. It gnashed at him with daggerlike teeth. Its putrid stench was an unconscionable concoction of death, rot and decay.

      He scanned ahead with his phrenic mindsight, pushing the vision to the extent of his power. So potent had the response been to the sight, so powerful the reaction, he was surprised when no sign of the evil that haunted him was present.

      It was unnerving to see the village he’d called his home for cycles so desolate. So devoid of life. No tributes or guards moved throughout the square. Absent was the rhythmic thrumming emanating from the smithy. They plodded their way slowly through the field, leaving a trail of trampled grasses in their wake, merging with the dirt road at the outskirts of the village.

      “It doesn’t seem right,” Aelin whispered at his side. His voice was hushed as if concerned their conversation would be overheard.

      “Aye, my friend,” Ryl whispered in return.

      Cautiously, they moved forward into the abandoned village. Ryl forged ahead, walking a few steps in front of Aelin. His left hand led the horse; his right flexed open and closed. A small gust of wind spiraled around his tattooed arm in anxious anticipation. He became keenly aware of a growing sensation in his left arm. Unlike the tingling feeling he’d experienced when near the Lei Guard or nexela, the current agitation was like the stabbing of tiny knives being thrust into his biceps. What followed was a burning sensation that radiated outward. His arm spasmed with every jolt of stinging pain.

      Risking a glance, Ryl removed his attentive gaze from his surroundings for a moment to study his arm. Without the confirmation of his eyesight, he would have expected to find blades protruding from his skin, yet his arm was unscathed. Even as he watched, the muscles twitched. Each motion sent a lancing pain down through his fingers while a similar shock coursed upward, rounding his shoulder before fading. The source of the agony seemed to spawn from the core of the sun tattooed on his arm. A searing, burning pain radiated outward as if the sun’s flares pushed out waves of heat that scorched the unprotected skin around it.

      Ryl gritted his teeth as he looped the rein around his left hand, squeezing the rope to alleviate the discomfort pulsing from above. There was no time to ponder the cause of the sudden discomfort. Elias had passed the gates a matter of hours before them. His chances of rescuing Kaep were slipping away with every passing moment.

      Though they picked up speed crossing the empty square of the village, the trip seemed to take an eternity. The unprotected openness of the expanse, though short, was daunting. Here they could easily fall prey to arrows from above, though he feared not for his own safety. The young, stubborn charge following in his wake would require attention and protection.

      Halfway across the square, the winds blowing from the sea changed directions, altering the course of the smoke from the burning city outside. The acrid air stung his nostrils. The sky darkened overhead as if a heavy storm cloud blotted out the sun. The sky rained a caustic mixture of ashes and embers. The ambient temperature, though not stifling, increased noticeably. Aelin’s horse stomped in protest.

      “Let’s get the horses inside the gate,” Ryl muttered as they moved steadily forward. He released the meager gout of wind he’d formed around his right arm in a wide, yet gentle arc over the horse at his side, washing clean the flecks of ash that had accumulated from the fire. The jolt of energy as his fingers closed around the worn wooden handle of the Leaves erased the festering sense of dread that had swelled since his vision spied the yawning black mouth of the gate.

      A brilliant green light flashed out before them as the legendary weapon came to life in his hand. The infinite blackness resisted. The darkness within the enclosure refused to give a glimpse of the interior it disguised. For a moment, the solid darkness resisted the encroaching light. Ryl pointed the flaming weapon at the darkened maw, steadying himself in anticipation. Without warning, the overpowering glow of the blade shattered the blackened defense. As the first rays of green light stretched into the interior, Ryl breathed a momentary sigh of relief.

      The sudden, uncontrollable fear that had threatened to paralyze him had been as powerful as it was sudden. He’d faced legions of the Horde. Willingly stared down an army of thousands, yet it was the darkness beneath the stone ceiling of a gatehouse that threatened to overwhelm his strength.

      As the apprehension faded, the discomfort that had been riddling his left arm vanished as quickly as it had come. For a moment, he issued an internal curse at the mysteriousness of the alexen that ran freely through his veins. Though he had found mastery of the skills they provided, he was ever the slave to their cunning ambition. He delved his memory for the answer to the sudden pain, yet unsurprisingly he found none. The alexen, to an extent, still possessed a will of their own. Though he scorned the decision, he accepted that they would allow him to understand the cause in due time.

      The complete lack of comprehension was still alarming. His first experiences with the tingling sensation in his arm had blossomed during the battle with the Lei Guard atop the bridge. The answers he sought then were shrouded in intrigue. They ran from his internal prying, far fleeter of foot than he could hope to catch. The questions he probed with now were met with a chilling cold defeat. They shattered as does pottery cast against a stone wall.

      For the moment, the sensation had passed. There would undoubtedly be time to ponder the meaning and seek understanding later. Now was not the time.

      Ryl focused again on the shadowed mouth of the Pining Gate. The ground was soggy as they approached. The stale odor of the recently burnt wood seemed to rise from the earth as their feet squished in the wet soil beneath. They paused at the edge of the darkness. There was no call needed to open the gate formed by the sheer blackness that stood before them. The glow of the green blade illuminated little inside the interior. Though it was faint, it was enough to tell that it was deserted. The only recess in the hollowed-out structure was the door along the left wall leading into the belly of the palisade and the barracks beyond.

      Ryl looked to his right, meeting eyes with Aelin. The look on the youngster’s face was conflicted. His eyes twinkled with the light of hope, yet his lips were drawn into a pensive scowl. Thin lines extended from the corners of his eyes as he squinted to make sense of the shadowed scene before him.

      “I’ve seen this before, Ryl,” Aelin whispered. His admission caught Ryl off guard.

      “The shadows inside this gate have haunted my dreams since I was delivered to this cursed place,” Aelin admitted. “I know that the free city lies beyond that gate, yet the darkness inside still feels too thick to pass.”

      Ryl grinned as Aelin related his dreams. It was all too familiar to him.

      “Aye, my friend, though I don’t rightly understand. I admit that I dread it now nearly as much as I did then,” Ryl acknowledged. “For cycles, the hatred that lived inside the blackness of that opening haunted my dreams.”

      He turned his eyes again to the interior of the gate, surveying the opening again.

      “The night before my Harvest, those dreams changed,” Ryl whispered. “Perhaps it was the powers I’d discovered hidden within or the truth of the history that had been denied for ages. The hope that had sustained my existence for so long seemed to pale in comparison to one thing. I could stand against the darkness. I could overcome the hatred that had held me down though I couldn’t defeat it. Do you know who it was that came to my aid?”

      Aelin’s eyes were wide. He shook his head slowly, though his anticipation was evident.

      “It was you,” Ryl answered. “It was you I saw. You strode forward with fearless, unwavering confidence. Though the claws from the darkness within slashed at you, you stepped onward still, undaunted.”

      “Did they get me?” Aelin squeaked.

      “No, they fled from you. Those who didn’t froze in your presence,” Ryl answered. “There was no escaping the torrent of power that flowed from within me then.”

      Aelin nodded subtly.

      “Then it’s good I came. There’s a reason for my being here aside from my thirst for revenge.” Aelin spoke plainly. “Something in the forest called to me. It whispered to me. A voice I could hear and feel, even while the effects of the remedy held me down. It urged me to leave. Its voice was worried. Anxious. It was scared. I had to come.”

      Ryl couldn’t argue with the statement. The Erlyn was ancient beyond all records. The description had all the trappings of her call. He recalled the uncontrollable urges, the pull that moved his body against his own accord. Where the Erlyn willed him, he had followed. She’d yet to lead him astray.

      “Shall we?” Ryl said as he waved the flaming blade toward the opening.

      “Aye.” Aelin grinned as he stepped across the threshold of darkness.
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      The first step into the darkness of the gate was a disconcerting feeling. Much like stepping through the hidden entrance to Vim, it wreaked havoc on the senses. He admired the strength and mental fortitude of Aelin, who walked through without regard.

      The confidence was admirable. Ryl was convinced it would be a fight to ensure that the boy survived long enough to learn the valuable lesson of patience. He chuckled to himself. On his present tract, it would be a valuable lesson for him to truly embody as well.

      The bright green flames of the Leaves splashed along the stone walls of the interior of the gate. The light flickered as the flames rolled over the serrated edges of the blade. Once inside the gate, the area was clear from debris, and the ground again lost the sponginess that had plagued the area outside.

      Evidence of the inferno that had decimated the once mighty gate were present nonetheless. Black scars charred the walls closest to the entrance, leaving a stain on the precipice of the ceiling. The air inside was thick. A thin cloud of smoke still hung in the air, having been sheltered from the cleansing gusts of the winds outside.

      The survey of the room was brief, as aside from several unlit sconces on the walls and the solitary door, there was little of note. The remaining section of gate, the thick wooden and metal barrier that separated them from Cadsae Proper, had been left closed. It was secured with a massive wooden bar, similar to the one Ramm had destroyed on the opposite side.

      Ryl walked to the gate, placing his hand upon the rough wooden panel. He moved his ear close to the wood, listening for sounds of activity outside. The expected noises of conversation, the heavy step of thick boots were entirely absent. The slight groan of the doors as a gust of wind pressed upon their surface was the only hint of motion.

      “Aelin, I could use your strength. Give me a hand with this bar.” Ryl waved the young tribute over to his position.

      As fearless as he had been crossing the threshold into the darkness, the confidence had waned once he reached the interior of the chamber. Aelin’s wide eyes darted from shadow to shadow, regularly returning to the door in the eastern wall of the room.

      Since the vicious slaying of his family during his apprehension, this would be the farthest he’d been from his home in The Stocks. The hesitance was short-lived as he snapped out of his daze, striding to assist Ryl. With the pair working the chains, the massive bar moved easily into the slot cut into the wall to their right.

      Ryl called Aelin to a stop as the bar neared the intersection of the two mighty doors.

      “Hold here,” Ryl ordered. “My cloak and tattoos will likely be known by all at this point, and your clothing and brands will give you away. Though I don’t fear the interaction, we might be wise to seek disguise. Follow me.”

      Ryl stowed the magical weapon before tying his horse off to the end of the drawbar, assisting Aelin as he did the same. The darkness seemed less thick than it had moments before. The insidious feeling had departed along with the steady pain in his left arm. He subconsciously rubbed the skin with his opposite hand. Though the stabbing discomfort had subsided, the area in the center of his arm still throbbed.

      The door to the interior pathway had been left slightly ajar. Ryl stalked toward it, attempting to peer through the crack. A slight orange flicker spoke to a torch burning somewhere down the narrow stone pathway.

      Ryl paused a step from the doorway. His ears were alert, tuning into any hint of sound from within. He looked back over his left shoulder, nodding to Aelin, who walked cautiously a step behind. Using the dull end of the dormant blade, he pushed the door open. The heavy metal hinges squealed as it swung ajar. Though the hinges voiced their protest, the thick wooden door moved with unexpected ease. The panel slammed into the stone wall behind it with a sharp crack that thundered through the interior.

      Ryl sighed as he shook his head. Their approach, through quiet, had been less than stealthy. The openness of the square, the only approach to the Pining Gates, necessitated the action while the sun was still in the sky above. He was loath to give up hours waiting for the sun to set and the cover of darkness. If any had missed their approach, their presence had been officially announced.

      With the door open, Ryl peered carefully into the entrance to the tunnel. He poked his head cautiously around the corner for an instant before retracting it again. From what he could recall from his entrance to The Stocks close to a decade past, he knew the tunnel stretched into the darkness for several meters before turning to the right. The distant torch, set just off the corner of the hallway illuminated little. The light burned low; its flame sputtered.

      Something about the scene felt off to Ryl. The alexen in his blood echoed his concern as it swirled anxiously through his veins. He turned his head to the left to warn Aelin. The youngster stepped from behind his body, squaring his frame into the opening of the doorway.

      Before he could voice his concern, Ryl noted a shadow blot out the flickering light of the lantern in the periphery of his vision. The twang of bowstrings releasing their deadly cargo echoed through the narrow corridor.

      Ryl screamed in protest as he snapped time to a stop. Aelin’s face was frozen into a look of confusion as Ryl dove toward him. The tribute grunted as he was tackled to the ground. Together, they spilled across the hard-packed dirt floor. Ryl released his hold on the speed as soon as they were clear of the doorway.

      The sharp report and snapping of wood sounded from the opposite wall. Ryl turned his head to witness the final remnants of the sparks as the arrowheads shattered against the stone. He sprang to his feet as the thrumming of heavy boots on the ground rumbled from the interior of the tunnel.

      Without wasting a moment, Ryl slammed the dormant weapon into the holster on his back. With his left hand he grabbed a hold of the heavy wooden door he’d opened only moments before. A spinning gale brewed around his right arm. The footsteps from the interior of the halfway grew louder as they approached. The bloodthirsty cries of the assailants grew more vicious as they neared.

      Ryl peered into the open doorway, rapidly surveying the approaching assault before ducking away again. A group of half a dozen soldiers raced down the narrow hallway, running in single file due to the cramped confines. He gauged their approach, waiting until the last moment to leap into the opening, slamming the door shut with all the might he could muster. As the door reached the terminus of its swing, he hammered it with a focused blast of wind from his right arm.

      The door closed with a jarring finality as the first of the guards reached the exit to the tunnel. There was an agonized cry from the lead attacker as the heavy wooden panel smashed back into his face. The sickening slap of wood against skin was mixed with the snapping of bone and the splatter of blood. The gale that rushed from Ryl’s hand connected with the door square in the center of its planks as it impacted the helpless guard. A knife of wind, stronger than he had expected, tore the door into pieces. Jagged splinters of wood erupted into the hallway beyond. The limp body of the lead attacker was tossed helplessly into his comrades as the wind sent them careening back down the hall.

      Thankfully for some, his lifeless body provided some measure of protection from the lethal shards of wood that penetrated any flesh they encountered. The hapless soldier was dead before his body hit the ground.

      The wavering flame of the torch in the distance snuffed out at the assault of the wind.

      The hallway plunged into darkness and chaos.

      Ryl wrenched both Leaves from their holsters, igniting the translucent, burning blades. The attacking soldiers, caught off guard by the unexpected ferocity of his counter, were still reeling as he entered the tunnel. The alexen burned within his veins, yet it was the unfamiliar call for blood that whispered in his ear that held sway over his actions.

      Moments later, Ryl regained full control of his senses. He was standing at the corner of the converging pathways. The Leaves in his hands still burned with a shimmering green fury that distorted the air around them with their heat. One blade was angled toward the exit to the gate, the other toward the interior of the barracks he knew waited beyond. He was panting, his chest heaving to catch his breath.

      To his left, none approached from the barracks. To his right, none moved.

      The scene to his right was horrific. The light of the Leaves illuminated the expanse of the confined hallway in varying hues of green. No color was needed to highlight the devastation he had wrought. The walls, ceiling and floor all glistened with a shimmering wetness from the blood sprayed across the interior. Most of the bodies that lay on the floor remained still, locked in the earliest stages of rigor. Some, however, still twitched uncontrollably as their bodies fought to cling to the last shreds of life that remained. Dismembered arms, heads and disemboweled bodies were strewn across the narrow hallway. The entire expanse was clogged with the clutter of death and blood.

      He spun around as incoming footsteps drew his attention. His glowing blades leveled for an attack.

      The thought raged through his mind.

      Who is next to die?
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      The panic was overwhelming as Kaep struggled to open her eyes. She sensed the world around her moving at speed, yet her vision was still black. The wind whipped the hair across her face, pulling it back to her right. She struggled to scream, yet the slick fabric wedged tightly in her jaws reduced the effort to little more than a squeak.

      The fear took hold steadily.

      She reached out with her mindsight, searching for the familiar signatures that had surrounded her the entirety of her young life.

      The comforting, golden glowing signatures, the telltale signs of the phrenics, were nowhere to be seen.

      At her side, a terrifying wisp of black remained. Not yet dark enough to signify the Horde, yet unnatural and terrifying, nonetheless.

      As her senses returned to full strength, her predicament fully dawned on her. The blindfold over her eyes was coarse. She could feel the fabric chafing her skin. The gag in her mouth was slick from an extended duration of being held in place. She tried pulling it free with her hands, only to find them tied securely behind her back.

      

      Her body was jostled rudely with every movement. It only took a moment to realize she was on horseback, though her body lay prone as it bounced along a cobblestone street. The clack of metal horseshoes on the hard stones rang in her ears as the horse moved at a steady trot.

      Where was she? She could see nothing. The air was filled with a peculiar stench, one of salt and spoiled fish.

      How long had she been unconscious? The pain receptors in her body seemed to fire in unison. She ached all over. Her legs, chest and stomach felt swollen and bruised from the unknown distance on horseback. Yet even through the pain, an overwhelming weakness prevailed. Her body felt drained. The alexen in her blood was sluggish, moving with a wearisome pace.

      She scanned the area again, desperate for signs of familiarity.

      Though only the shadow at her side registered in her vision, something felt amiss. The area ahead was ringed with an unnatural blackness that defied explanation. She’d been in the presence of the Horde on numerous occasions, yet the darkness that lurked in the distance seemed to move with them, keeping itself, and its identity further at bay and indistinguishable.

      Kaep wriggled her body, attempting to free any of the bonds that held her fast. She wrung her hands together and kicked her feet to no avail. The ropes chafed her ankles and wrists but held fast. She bit down on the fabric in her mouth, desperate to gnaw through the cloth.

      A heavy hand pressed down on her back, robbing her of her breath as it squeezed her against the horse’s back. A wave of unexpected fear washed over her. Similar to the emotions she was accustomed to portraying, this was less refined, hammering into her with a weight that was startling.

      “Lie still,” the voice hissed.

      The timbre was harsh. It forced its wicked notes into her ears without consent. The tone was biting, stinging her with its abrasiveness. Though the words were clear, the sound was more guttural, more animal-like than human.

      The change in tone from the horse’s hooves was accompanied by the rushing sound of water from underneath. The solid hoofbeat on stone was replaced by a hollow echo. A moment later the pace slowed as the noise again reverted to that of solid stone.

      Kaep felt the approach before she searched for it. The welcome warmth she knew to be phrenic carried over her body. The sensation strayed further from what she had grown accustomed to with every step. It was unlike the familiar feeling of being near her phrenic companions or the tributes. Their warmth was soothing, a balm to her soul, glowing with a comforting yellow-golden glow. This was harsh. The initial warmth quickly faded to a chill so intense it burned. The sense was dark, an infinite void that stung as it blanketed her skin.

      She called on her mindsight, though she feared the result.

      She and her captor approached a blackened mass. The shadow that swelled in her vision was so deep, so impenetrable that it appeared to swallow the light that struggled to escape its gravity. She felt the sickening sensation of being pulled toward it, yet was repulsed at the same moment.

      The alexen in her blood screamed in protest.

      They cried out in alarm. In panic.

      In fear.

      As the blackened mass drew nearer, her captor stopped. She could almost sense the nervousness ooze from his body as he paused before whatever loomed to their front.

      “Ah, you’ve returned.” The greeting was cold. The voice was airy and weak, yet commanded a power that was shocking. The words seemed to rumble through her, ricocheting through her bound body, bruising where they struck.

      The chill of dread tore through every inch of her frame.
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      “You knew.” Le’Dral’s voice was agitated, raised above its normal collected demeanor.

      “You knew, yet you let him leave,” he scolded, pointing a finger at the smaller of the cloaked phrenics before him. “The combination of your selfish actions places us all at risk.”

      Ramm flexed his muscles, raising himself to his full height. His massive frame seemed to swell further. He stepped in front of the stoic Vox, who had taken the brunt of the verbal lashing.

      The gigantic warrior glared down at the captain. Though his eyes were lost beneath the shadow of his hood, the animosity in his stare was evident. To his defense, Le’Dral stood firm, not backing an inch from the affront. Lieutenant Moyan moved forward to his defense. The extraordinarily large officer still appeared modest in comparison to the hulking phrenic.

      Andr shook his head as he stepped between the two parties. He placed his palm on each of their chests, gently pushing them apart.

      “And you did nothing to stop him either.” Le’Dral turned his attention from the phrenics to Andr.

      In truth, Andr had already received a tongue-lashing from the captain, though the agitated words fazed him not. He grinned as he replied to Le’Dral’s comment.

      “Aye, I did not.” His honesty was disarming. The captain relaxed slightly. “His mind was made up. You know as well as anyone how stubborn he can be. There is nothing I could have done to prevent him from leaving.”

      Le’Dral sighed.

      “There is still an army nipping at our heels,” the captain retorted. “Whether they move for us, or await reinforcements, it is uncertain. Millis should return soon with word of their disposition. We can ill afford to lose the most capable fighter we have. If you haven’t noticed, we are dangerously short of blades. Most of my men have been conscripted to the aid of the mender.”

      “We are without our two most capable warriors.” Ramm’s deep voice rumbled in response. “Kaep’s blades and bow are irreplaceable.”

      “Aye, as assuredly as that is, it brings us little comfort. It further hinders our chances for survival,” Le’Dral snapped.

      The agitated captain began pacing from side to side.

      “Ryl will return,” Andr replied confidently. “His word has been unwavering.”

      “An army stands between him and his prey,” Le’Dral replied.

      “The army will pose little threat should they decide to engage him. Whether he chooses to go around or through them, it will slow him but little,” Vox replied with a matter-of-fact tone that was chilling in its implication.

      The captain paled at the thought of a single man standing firm in the face of an army. It was true, Ryl was uniquely gifted, yet there was a fine line between confidence and foolishness.

      “Now, if you will, I must return to the entrance, or your scout will find no pathway to the safety of this sanctuary,” Vox grumbled as he turned from the captain.

      Without waiting for a response, the phrenic elementalist turned from the captain, striding to the closest point of the forest. He nodded to Andr as he passed. Within moments, the forest shuddered as a pathway in its gloomy interior opened. With a rustle of leaves it closed again, leaving no trace of its existence.

      Le’Dral’s eyes hovered on the space where the pathway had been only moments earlier. It was with a profound sense of wonderment that his vision traced the perimeter of their arboreal safe house. For a moment, the look written across his face displayed a childlike giddiness as he marveled at the mysteries that surrounded them.

      The soft padding of Ramm’s feet on the ground was all the audible notice the phrenic deemed necessary. His abrupt departure signaled his part in the conversation had concluded. He moved with purpose toward the opening of the great tree that Mender Jeffers called his office.

      The rare display of emotion from the captain had blanched as his gaze fell again on Andr.

      “Blast. Are they all as stubborn as Ryl?” His rhetorical question elicited a grin from the hardened mercenary.

      “Aye, they can be an independent bunch,” Andr replied. “You have to understand, they are not accustomed to taking orders from those not initiated to their order. There were but seventeen phrenics alive when we set out from Vim. Their sword master, Deyalou, was killed along the way. With Kaep’s fate now uncertain, the loss cannot be understated.”

      Le’Dral seemed to be moved by the words as the harsh truth of the statement weighed on him.

      “In all honesty,” Andr continued, “you should be thankful that Ryl was able to convince Ramm and Vox to remain behind. They understand that Ryl is the best hope for her now. I fear the consequences if she is not returned alive. They may raze the kingdom themselves.”

      Andr didn’t understate the consequences if Kaep’s life was lost. They had left on the quest to free the tributes and, by doing so, potentially add hundreds of phrenics to the fold. The loss of a second phrenic could rightly spell certain doom for the kingdom. The pair was more than capable of bringing down the palisades. They could just as easily let the armies of the Horde through as the price of the loss of phrenic blood.

      The kingdom would doom itself. There would be no assistance from Vim at that point.

      “What of the boy who’s gone missing?” Le’Dral inquired. “Are we sure that the Lei Guard doesn’t lie in wait, picking us off one at a time while we grow complacent under a false sense of security?”

      Andr shook his head adamantly at the insinuation.

      “On this, I trust Ryl wholly,” the mercenary argued. “And as confusing as the feelings are, I trust my own intuition on the matter as well. The Erlyn would know if the imposter or the phrenic remained in her midst. She has been fooled once. It is not a mistake she will repeat.”

      Andr could tell Le’Dral was skeptical of the answer, yet he pressed on.

      “I can’t rightfully explain the answers that are whispered to me from the forest. I know things, without evidence, just because they are.” As Andr spoke, he ran his hand subconsciously through his hair. “The Erlyn and Ryl have given me no reason to doubt. All I’ve seen and experienced, though unbelievable as they usually are, have been true. If she or Ryl says the woods are clear, they are.”

      Le’Dral seemed to chew on the statement for a few moments as he contemplated his response.

      “As for the missing tribute, it’s one of the newcomers from this last cycle. A boy named Aelin,” Andr replied.

      “The blacksmith’s apprentice?” Le’Dral questioned. A curious look crossed his face. One that spoke more to annoyance than surprise. “Why would Ryl have taken him along?”

      Andr chuckled at the observation.

      “Aye. That is the one,” Andr acknowledged. “Stubborn as Ryl, as I hear. Though he left of his own accord, Ryl was alone when he departed.”

      Anger seeped into the captain’s eyes at the unintended admission of guilt. Andr carried on before the captain could open his mouth.

      “According to Jeffers, Aelin and the youngest amongst the tributes were well on their way to recovery,” Andr added. “Some have been on their feet for hours. They’ve only been forced to endure moons of the treatment. The remedy has cleared the blight with ease. As for his whereabouts, I know now. I searched the woods for his signs. I’m confident that he’s no longer under her limbs.”

      “Then where?” Le’Dral inquired.

      “He’s gone after Ryl, I assume,” the mercenary replied. “They were close from the start. I know not how or why, but my guess is he followed him.”

      Le’Dral shook his head, clenching his fists in aggravation.

      “Then what is it you would have us do?” Le’Dral quizzed.

      Andr shrugged at the weight that was placed on his shoulders. Ryl had commanded the authority, and rightly so deserved it, though neither coveted nor was obsessed about it. He knew it was a weight, a responsibility, a burden that came with his station though he would never openly complain about the duty. With Ryl absent, the unfortunate recipient of the deference was Andr. The mercenary preferred anonymity to the gravity of culpability.

      “Trust,” Andr replied. “Trust in Ryl. Trust in the Erlyn. They’ve guided us to safety so far. The tributes need time to recover. We are safe here in her midst.”

      A thought flashed into Andr’s head.

      “Come with me, Captain,” Andr ordered. “While we wait, let us go see about a way out of here.”
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      Ryl whipped his head around at the shuffling noise of footsteps from behind. His chest heaved with the rapid yet deep breaths. His body trembled with pent-up aggression. He resisted the urge to propel himself down the hall. To strike down the next who stood to oppose him.

      The foreign whisper that called for blood earlier now screamed in his ear. It demanded carnage. The wreckage of life in the hall before him had not satiated its appetite for carnage.

      It demanded more.

      Aelin stood silhouetted in the doorway leading to the interior of the gate. The glowing green light of the Leaves danced across his face, illuminating his unmistakable emotion.

      There was horror. There was revulsion.

      Ryl watched as the latter bubbled up from within the young man’s core. His body doubled over as the meager contents of his stomach splattered across the floor.

      The Leaves’ translucent blades faded into dormancy.

      The hallway plunged into darkness. Streaks of glowing green slashes along the wall narrated the errand strokes of the burning blades in close quarters. The scars flickered like sparks before extinguishing. Some naturally, others due to the torrent of blood that dripped from the stone walls.

      Ryl stowed the Leaves in the holsters. What had he done? He had lost himself in the overwhelming desire to destroy those who had assailed them. He shook as he realized how terrifying he must have appeared. Though they had nearly ended Aelin’s life, this was no battle. This was a massacre.

      He had slaughtered these men.

      His morose thoughts took a moment of effort to clear. He hastened toward the retching tribute at the hallway’s end. In the dim light it was difficult to navigate over the carnage that he’d wrought. His heel came down on something soft. The crunching of bones echoed through the confined chamber like thunder. Aelin hastened from the doorway. Ryl vaulted the remaining bodies in pursuit of his friend.

      As he exited the chamber, the freshness of the air was the first to assault his senses. He’d grown startlingly accustomed to the stench of death and the thick iron tang of blood in the hallway, though it had been only a matter of moments. Flavored by only the acrid smell of smoke, the air in the gatehouse was cleansing.

      At first glance, Aelin was nowhere to be seen. Ryl’s heart raced as he lost sight of the boy. His mindsight kicked in without warning as he broke from the tunnel.

      In the far corner of the chamber, hidden in the shadows in the corner of the walls, was a familiar glowing signature.

      Ryl slowed as he walked calmly toward the boy. There was no emotion he could project that Aelin wouldn’t reject as an attempt to sway his attitude. He knelt a step before his friend.

      “Aelin, were you hurt by the arrow?” Ryl asked delicately.

      The young tribute was scrunched in the corner. His knees were pulled in close, crushed against his chest by his arms. His face was buried in the crook of an elbow. His body quaked with sobs though he struggled to keep them at bay.

      He shook his head though he refused to raise his face.

      “That is good,” Ryl responded. A momentary flash of anger rose, though he subdued it before he continued. This was the reason he had wanted to pursue Elias and Kaep alone.

      “I’m neither proud nor happy about what I’ve done,” he began. “Whether it’s a beast or man, killing is never easy. It’s messy. It leaves stains that will never fade. I still feel them all. You know this as well as any.”

      Ryl spun, resting his back against the wall. He slid down into a seated position next to the boy.

      “Understand that they would have killed you,” Ryl continued. “That arrow was meant for your heart. They would have given no quarter, and we have no time to waste.”

      Aelin’s sobbing ceased. He raised his head from his arms though his gaze was still distant, focused on nothing in particular on the opposite wall.

      “I should have stayed behind. I should have helped the others.” His voice was weak. It wavered as he struggled to hold the tears in check. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I don’t know why I thought I could help.”

      Ryl smiled at the youngster. He couldn’t chide him now, though he refused to argue that his presence wasn’t an added burden. The unexpected added company was a pleasant change from the solitude. In a way, it saved him.

      Saved him from getting lost in his thoughts.

      It had just saved him from losing himself in the vicious darkness that had propelled him to cause such wanton destruction.

      “I’m glad to have your company, Aelin,” Ryl admitted. “We need to keep moving. Elias is close. I can feel him. It’s as if he’s been toying with us all along, staying a few steps ahead. We need to catch them. We need to find Kaep.”

      Aelin sniffled as he whimpered. The sound was as close to words as his shattered spirit could muster. He nodded his head in agreement. Ryl reached out, jostling his hair with his hand as he stood.

      “I need to have a look inside the barracks.” Ryl spoke quietly. “The disguises we need should be readily available. If any remained to pursue their companions, they’d likely have done so by now.”

      Ryl peered into the open doorway. The interior was now pitch black. He was thankful for that. No light from a torch emanated from its midst. No sounds issued from the graveyard inside.

      “I will not ask you to follow me,” he said. “I need you to stay safe. Stick close to the door. Scream if any other than I approaches. I’ll hear you. I can’t risk having to rescue you as well.”

      “How will I know it’s you returning and not the guard?” Aelin’s question was an important one.

      Ryl smiled as he forced out a wave of emotion over the child. Hope lit in Aelin’s eyes as he glanced at him in wonder.

      “None will recreate that feeling. You’ll know it’s me,” he said as he focused a wave of that same emotion over the trembling boy. “Stay in the shadows close to the door. I’ll return shortly.”

      Ryl helped Aelin to his feet before leading him across the dirt expanse of the interior. With a smile and a nod of his head, he deposited the boy to the side of the door, deep in the shadows that remained along the wall.

      He steeled himself as he stepped into the open doorway. The glowing slashes on the walls had cooled or had been extinguished, leaving the narrow tunnel in complete darkness. The stench was revolting, threatening to turn his stomach as it overwhelmed the smoky, yet fresher air.

      With a wave of his right hand, Ryl unleashed a small gust of wind down the tormented hallway. He ignited the Leaves in his left hand, providing the illumination to progress carefully into the pathway. He hurried forward, following closely in the wake of the wind. He enjoyed the remnants of the fresh air, eagerly striding down the hall. His vision was focused ahead, cautious to avoid viewing the dismembered and disemboweled bodies strewn across its interior.

      Ryl paused as he reached the corner. With his shoulder against the edge of the wall, he paused for a moment, listening for noises from the tunnel beyond. From experience, he knew that the pathway led into the barracks beyond. There was a small shower room stationed off to the right, but the rest was a mystery.

      The pathway ahead was silent. He let the glowing blade falter, casting the pathway in darkness as it extinguished.

      For a few moments he stood still. Listening.

      Waiting.

      Convinced that none waited in hiding for his approach, Ryl eased out from around the corner. As he recalled, there was a solitary door between his position and the next junction of the path. The heavy metal panel stood ajar, as it had in his memory. A torch burned somewhere at the end, spilling its wavering light into the hallway beyond. He could see darkened rectangular shadows along each side of the wall, signifying doorways leading into the barracks or other rooms beyond.

      Ryl eased out into the hallway. The wind swelled silently around his right arm, waiting for its chance to be released. The fingers of his opposite hand twitched in anticipation. The Leaves remained dormant, though their willingness to ignite was potent.

      His footsteps were hushed as he progressed deeper into the barracks. In truth, Ryl knew virtually nothing of the disposition of the building’s interior. His brief introduction to the captain in the foyer had lasted but moments. From there he’d seen no more than the scant shower room before he was led through the tunnel to The Stocks beyond. Aside from this brief glimpse, Ryl had witnessed only one other room inside the facility.

      The captain’s quarters.

      Ryl knew that Le’Dral’s chambers were on the second floor. From his knowledge of the layout of the building, he assumed they would be of little trouble to find. He rationalized that if the captain’s quarters were on the upper levels, the other officers or dignitaries were bound to have residences there as well. Though he might not stumble on Le’Dral’s possessions, it was likely that other officers would have more to offer in the way of disguises than did the average guard plying his trade among the open quarters of other soldiers. If he could but locate a main hallway, a stairwell would be a logically easy discovery.

      He slowed, casting a side eye at every door along his path through the hall. Ryl had paused, gently testing the handle of the first several he passed. Finding each of them locked, he continued deeper into the guard station. The illumination from the torch set on the wall ahead swelled as he progressed.

      Three-quarters of the way down the hall, Ryl paused at the doorway to his right. To this point, it was the only one that had been left ajar. A sweet smell of soap wafted from within. The slow but rhythmic thump of falling water resounded from its interior.

      The scent brought Ryl to a standstill. The fragrance, though a distant memory, had been ingrained into his memory. His breath caught in his throat as he stumbled clumsily to a stop.

      Ryl peered into the gloom of the vacant room. It was here, roughly a decade ago, that he had been led, stripped down, scrubbed with coarse brushes, and given the ill-fitting clothes that would come to define his station. The courtesy of a shower was the last, pitiful human interaction he was afforded with those who dwelled outside the walls. From that moment forward, he was no longer a boy, but a crop. A commodity to be raised and harvested like cattle. Beaten like slaves. No regard had been given to his life or comfort.

      He hissed as he strode past the room. That history was behind him now. It was behind the tributes. If he could see it happen, none would ever languish in the same disparity that had befallen him or the countless others before him.

      Ryl reached the terminus of the hall in a matter of paces. To his right, the light from the torch at his front spilled out the open foyer door. The slats of the window opposite his position allowed diagonal sheets of light to spill into the empty room, though it failed to reach where he was located. The air seemed to be choked with a cloud of residual smoke that hung just below the ceiling. It gave off the odor of burnt leaves and wood.

      His inquisitive eyes viewed the room cautiously for a moment. It was there he’d first met Captain Le’Dral. The kind eyes of the officer had been so distinctly different from the apathetic or vengeful looks he’d grown unfortunately accustomed to seeing throughout the tumultuous journey to Cadsae Proper.

      There was no hint of motion in the dim entryway. He scanned the area with his mindsight, unsurprised to see no sign of tribute or Horde aside from the modest signature of Aelin tucked safely away to his rear.

      To his left, Ryl found an open hallway. A lantern burned a few meters ahead. The light travelled for some distance before merging with the glow of a second lantern further down the corridor. Doorways were spaced evenly along both sides of the hallway, though none showed any light or signs of inhabitation. With both hands at the ready, he stalked further into the interior.

      His intuition was rewarded early as the first doorway down the hall to his left opened into a stairwell. The winding steps stretched upward, leading toward the second level of the barracks. As he peered into the gloom, the light from another flame illuminated the second level above.

      With all the stealth he could muster, Ryl bounded up the stairs. The wooden steps were surprisingly well constructed. Even with his enhanced agility, they voiced no groans of protest as he ascended.

      The memories assailed him. How many nights had he and Elias snuck around the common house, eager for childish mischief? How many nights had the ever-present watch of Sarial captured them in the act?

      Ryl froze again as he reached the second level of the barracks. Here, the first sounds of any inhabitants reached his ears. The muffled notes of animated conversation floated down the expanse of the interior hall. The noise was distant, though just how far was uncertain. They had somehow missed the commotion of his battle with their doomed comrades.

      He surveyed the hall as he listened. The wall opposite from where he exited was separated by doors evenly spaced several meters apart. From his brief stay in Le’Dral’s quarters, he estimated the size to be appropriate to the spacing on the wall. Sconces inhabited the spaces between entries, though the lantern was absent from each. At the far end of the hall to his left a single lantern burned low. Its illumination was lost far before reaching his location.

      As with the floor below, the upper level was nearly as dark and dreary as the lower chambers. He scoffed at the flaw in the design of the space. No windows to the outside graced the interior hallway. Though the light from the afternoon sun still brightened the world outside, the space inside the barracks was dark. The dismal streaks of light snuck in from under the gaps in the doorways facing the outer wall. Through neglect or apathy, the token force left to maintain the city had let all but a few of the lanterns fade.

      Ryl’s cautious observation halted as his eyes fell on the first doorway to the left of his position. The wooden frame was marred with chips and scratches from where blades had repeatedly struck its surface. The door itself had several deep gouges that were likely made from forceful strikes from a heave axe.

      He silently slipped across the hallway, reaching the damaged doorway within an instant. A chuckle from the end of the hallway echoed through the hollow passage, bouncing off the drab wooden walls. His heart skipped a beat as the sudden exultation receded to the low grumble of conversation.

      The scarring on the door before him was shocking in comparison to its initial viewing. From floor to ceiling, there were scrapes and scars speaking to the innumerable blades that had bitten into its hard wood. Large chunks were missing in places. The knob to the door hung carelessly from its socket, dangling by the last remaining strip of bent metal. A sliver of space remained between the panel of the door and the jamb, as the inoperable lock could hold the door closed no longer.

      The chips of wood strewn across the ground crunched as he approached. A large swath of the surface of the door was slick with an undetermined moisture.

      Ryl pressed his hand against the heavy wooden panel, careful to avoid the untold liquid. He was unsurprised that the door swung inward with little effort. The hinges protested, issuing an unnatural shriek that seemed to thunder down the hall. Carefully, he slipped into the darkened room, easing the door shut behind him as he passed. For a moment, he refused to move. He waited, listening for any sign that his presence had been discovered.

      The muffled voices from down the hallway continued their carousel.

      Ryl was stuck with a wave of nostalgia as he entered the room, though the environs were vastly different from his last visit. Streams of diffused light entered from the window, passing through the slats in the shutters, casting thin strips of light across the floor. The captain’s casual order had been reduced to shambles, as the entirety of his domain had been ransacked. Books and papers were strewn across the floor. Tomes appeared to have been torn, shredded in pieces, for the sake of destruction alone. The large wooden desk along the rear wall had been toppled. It lay face down on the floor. Neatly arranged bookshelves were now completely devoid of their cargo, their tatters scattered around the room with wanton disregard.

      Ryl disregarded the mess, as what he sought lay not amongst the mess of torn pages. To his left, the door to Le’Dral’s personal quarters hung at a dramatic angle from the frame. The single upper hinge clung desperately to the heavy wood, though he knew the fight would soon be over. The captain’s room was no less of a mess than his study. The light here was more muted, the air stuffier than the study beyond. The bed, which dominated the room, was cockeyed, the mattress hanging off the edge. Sheets were torn, spread across the floor as those who’d searched it pried for information. The wardrobe against the far wall drew his attention, hastening his approach.

      The cabinet doors were partially closed, though a piece of fabric prevented them from shutting entirely. Ryl was surprised to find a well-stocked arrangement of shirts hung in neat order. Upon closer examination, the frayed threads that hung from the sleeves told of precious insignias and metals removed from the dress garments.

      The shelf above seemed largely untouched. Pants were neatly stacked in piles. Tunics were folded in a tower alongside. Several plain caps rested to their right. The fabric was drab, inornate.

      Perfect.

      Ryl returned the solitary weapon in his hand to its holster, collecting the first pair of pants, shaking them out to view the outfit. They bore no markings or insignia of rank, yet were the plain utilitarian garb of the Cadsae Proper guard. Without wasting time, Ryl grabbed several of each, Enough for himself, Aelin and Kaep should a disguise aid their eventual retreat. Stuffing the pants, tunics and caps into the crude pack before returning it to his shoulder.

      Enough time had been wasted. He needed to return to Aelin. He needed to find Kaep.

      Ryl waited for a moment as he reached the outer door. There had been no sounds of others aside from the casual conversation from down the hall since he’d entered. He reached for the crooked handle to exit the ransacked room. Heavy footsteps on the stairs gave him pause.

      Ryl’s hand fell instinctively to the Leaves in the holster concealed behind his back, though he hesitated to remove the weapon. The thumping of feet resolved into the sound of a pair of guards walking noisily into the hall. The stairwell was a short diagonal trek across the narrow hallway. Had Ryl been on the stairs, he’d have collided with the pair of guards. Their casual pace signaled that they had not yet discovered the bodies of their companions.

      He tensed as they approached the doorway. The light from the lantern they carried cast a moving line across the floor at his feet. There was a guttural rasping sound as one of the soldiers cleared his throat.

      “Traitor.” His voice was garbled from the excess phlegm stored in his mouth. There was the slapping sound of the thick liquid against the door.

      “It’s quiet in here,” one said. “They must still be on patrol. Lucky for us, we’ll get first crack at her.”

      The other chuckled as they moved past the door.

      “’Tis a shame it’s only the one,” came the muted reply as they exited the hallway into the room at the opposite end. The exaltations of the others inside echoed through the quiet of the barracks.

      Ryl’s interest was piqued. Could they have been referring to Kaep? His blood boiled at the thought of her in captivity. He was all too familiar with the twisted carnal desires that plagued the guards left in charge of The Stocks. He would not let another suffer the fate that had befallen Luan or nearly Sarial.

      It required only a moment to scan the area for any signs of Kaep or the Lei Guard, finding neither. The small glow from Aelin remained steady and still. He could hear the excitement grow from the voices inside the room down the hall. He inched the door open a crack, testing the volume of the noisy hinges. As an exceptionally loud burst of laughter erupted from the distant room, he pulled the door open far enough to squeeze through, darting silently into the stairwell across the hall.

      His thoughts turned to the frightened tribute concealed in the gatehouse as he crept down the darkened stairs. Ryl would rather stay ahead of the guards, placing himself between Aelin and the soldiers should their path lead toward The Stocks. He paused again as he reached the exit to the stairs. Peering his head out from the doorway, he could see that none moved in the hall to his left or the dimly lit foyer to his right.

      From above, the echo of the animated voices continued. The excitement had peaked into muffled cheers. Simultaneously, a commotion of some sort seemed to be brewing outside in the courtyard before the gates. Ryl’s heart leapt in his chest as his concern for Aelin surged to the forefront. He slipped from the doorway, darting toward the entrance to the interior hallway as the heavy wooden exterior door to the foyer swung open. Light from the late day sun angled directly toward his position, illuminating the hall in startling clarity. He saw the silhouettes of two guards, a third smaller form jostled rudely between them.

      Ryl ducked into the first open doorway along the corridor. His shoes slipped as they lost traction on the wet, sloped floor. He fell to his knees, placing his hand on the ground, stopping his body from falling completely unchecked. The passing of his hands and feet disturbed the sediment on the weathered stone floor below. The sweet scent of harsh soap wafted into his nostrils.

      There was virtually no light here, as functioning lanterns had been confined to the building’s more necessary chambers. The image in Ryl’s head was still clear, though cycles old. The fire that had been burning quietly in the corner of the room had long faded out. He was sure there would be several buckets of water awaiting the next warming.

      To his dismay, the voices from the foyer continued up the hallway in his direction. Their voices grew clear as they approached. He flattened himself into the corner opposite the small fireplace. He silently slid one of the Leaves out of the holster behind his back with his left hand.

      There would be no escaping without a fight.

      “Get her cleaned up,” grumbled the first voice. His tone was harsh, raspy and cruel, though it spoke with clear anticipation. “Thought a little grime would fool us, did you?”

      The light that entered the chamber washed in an arc across the opposite side of the room from his location. The speaker had paused just outside the doorway. A muffled groan of a female’s voice preceded the shadow that momentarily obscured the light. A body, wrapped in filthy apparel, careened into the chamber. There was a shriek of pain as it struck the hard, slick floor. She whimpered again as her body slid before smashing heavily into the rear wall.

      There was a chuckle from the pair who’d escorted her.

      More light flooded the room as the first of the guards entered. Quiet, high-pitched slipping notes issued from the female’s hands and feet as they slid across the soapy floor as she struggled to position herself in the farthest corner of the room. The guard’s attention remained focused on his prey, though he swung his lantern toward the fireplace. Ryl, motionless in his corner of the room, remained hidden in shadow.

      The guard grunted in annoyance as he viewed the fireplace. No buckets awaited their use.

      “Worthless. The whole lot of them,” the guard grumbled, turning to his partner. He turned to his right, keeping the line of his vision from where Ryl still hid. “Dornis, go fetch some water for the madam.”

      Even as the footsteps of the second receded rapidly, the sound of heavy thumps of footfalls echoed from the floor above.

      “Sorry, my dear, I’m afraid your shower’s gonna be cold today.” He laughed awkwardly to himself. His voice was devoid of any shred of compassion. It dripped with lust. “We’ll be sure to keep you warm. ’Tis a pity your flock has vanished. You’ll have to do.”

      The woman’s feet squeaked again as she struggled to work herself into a standing position. The burning anger swelled in Ryl’s veins. He readied himself to attack.

      The captive was not Kaep. At the moment though, it mattered not. He’d allow none to suffer that baseless cruelty if he could prevent it. The alexen churned as their revulsion matched his own.

      The guard entered, mumbling unintelligibly to himself. The light from his lantern illuminated his captive. Her hair was disheveled, clumps of stray silver locks hung down, and the rest remained in a messy bun atop her head. Her wizened face was attractive, though twisted by anger and fear.

      Ryl resisted the gasp that threatened to announce his presence.

      He recognized that face.

      Breila. The madam of the Proper’s East.

      The snarl curled up his lips as the fire exploded in his veins.
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      The guard neared the center of the slickened room. Only a matter of a few meters separated him from Breila, who trembled where she stood. The light from the lantern now flooded the room to the extent of its range.

      For the first time the corner where Ryl remained was partially illuminated.

      “Let’s get you out of those filthy clothes,” the guard hissed as he approached.

      Breila’s eyes went wide in shock as she noted the ghastly apparition lurking behind her captor. The extent of the lewd comment seemed to be lost in her expression.

      Ryl placed his index finger to his lips, mouthing hush. Biela’s body tensed.

      The guard held the lantern in his left hand, closest to Ryl’s position. It took but a moment for the wind to swell around Ryl’s right arm. A pointed flick of his right wrist sent a focused gust toward the guard’s light. The unprotected flame flickered before extinguishing.

      Ryl placed his right foot on the wall, using the support to launch himself forward. Even without the use of additional speed, in the close confines of the room, he reached the guard in an instant. The man would receive no quarter.

      The lack of light fazed him little. His enhanced senses seemed to come alive as the alexen raged through his body. Coming in from behind, Ryl chopped the back of the guard’s legs with the dormant blade in his left hand. The unsuspecting soldier’s feet were wrenched out from underneath him. His arms swung up above his head. The lantern slipped from his fingers, smashing into the wall just above the door to the room. Shards of glass mixed with the flammable fluid raining down over the doorway and walls. The noxious tang of the unburnt liquid overpowered the cleaning solvent that had doused the room countless times in the past.

      Ryl had spun after upending the guard. He let the woodskin form on his right hand; in an instant it was solid. The heft was incredible, though his muscles were prepared for the weight. With the helpless man airborne, he hammered his hardened fist into the guard’s chest. The force of the impact crushed his body downward. His head made a sickening thud and crunching sound as it struck the floor.

      The man lay still.

      Voices of concern heralded the hastening footsteps as the group from upstairs responded to the commotion. Heavy boots thundered down the stairs. Ryl grabbed the fallen guard, hoisting him to his feet by the collar of his tunic. He held him aloft with his right hand, his fist, wrapped around a handful of fabric behind the man’s neck, supporting the guard’s head as it rolled uncontrollably. The smells of turpentine and blood mixed to form a sickening odor. The man’s body was limp.

      Lifeless.

      Ryl angled his body, minimizing his profile as he hid behind the corpse of the guard. His left hand, still clutching the dormant Leaves, was angled straight behind his back.

      The heavy footsteps were accompanied by a distinct slapping sound of sheathed blades on legs as the guards moved with speed. The noises stopped abruptly as the group reached the door. Light spilled into the room as the first to cross the threshold stopped, his mind struggling to comprehend the peculiar scene. In one hand he held a lantern, the other a short sword.

      “Kol?” he asked skeptically. “You ok?”

      Ryl let the limp body of the guard fall. It crumpled on the ground at his feet, lying face down on the wet stone.

      “Never again,” Ryl cursed.

      The glowing blade in his hand exploded into life. The room was washed in a brilliant green glow.

      The shock had yet to fully register on the face of the first to enter the room as Ryl charged. There was no time for the guard to react to his approach. The serrated, translucent blade exploded through the back of his torso as Ryl stormed forward. The momentum of his attack carried the two of them across the narrow hall. They came to an abrupt stop as they reached the stone wall opposite the door. The lantern sputtered out as it clattered to the ground.

      Ryl stepped back from the lead guard, letting the body slide down the wall. A thick smear of blood remained as he crumpled. There were four remaining soldiers in the hallway. The closest worked to free their swords from their sheaths. The flickering glow from the Leaves cast dramatic shadows as Ryl stalked forward. The furthest away stood frozen like a statue, a bucket of water in each hand.

      There was no time for dialogue or explanation. Ryl was on them before the first could fully clear his blade. There was no need to tap into the speed that begged for release in his veins. He cut the first down with disturbing ease. He struggled to accomplish what he knew now must be done without giving in to the growing, foreign whisper cheering for slaughter that swelled in his mind.

      Two distinct, solid clanging sounds rang out from down the hall as the furthest guard dropped the buckets of water he’d fetched. He issued an uninspired yelp as he turned to flee.

      Ryl sidestepped to the side, easily avoiding the halfhearted lunge aimed at his midsection. He brought his hardened right fist into the side of the man’s face, splattering a spray of blood and teeth against the wall.

      His glowing blade parried a downward slash from the last of the armed guards. The momentum of the attack pitched the body of the guard forward. Ryl rotated his hand, stabbing upward. The guard’s sword clanged to the floor as the glowing blade penetrated his skull.

      Ryl ripped the blade free, withdrawing his arm to avoid the torrent of blood that cascaded from the gaping wound. The final guard, having been unlimbered from the heavy buckets of water, was nearly at the end of the hall. Wind ripped around Ryl’s tattooed right arm. The resulting gust whistled as if flowed from his body, catching the fleeing guard square in the back. His body was lifted from its feet, propelled forward into the wall ahead. The sharp snapping sound was either the thick timbers of the inner wall at the intersection or the body of the fleeing guard.

      Or both.

      Within seconds, the battle was over. He experienced the chilling calm as the alexen in his blood cooled. A terrifying frustration lingered as the voice from within cheered the bloodshed.

      It demanded more carnage.

      Ryl moved carefully back toward the bath. The burning green blade provided ample light to pass over the remains of the guards. Somehow, he felt fewer effects from the attack now than when he’d slaughtered the guards who had attempted to kill him and Aelin. In both situations, he had been justified in defending himself and others. This time, his insides didn’t twist in revulsion as they had earlier.

      He and the alexen had held the wicked voice at bay. The light and the heat that blossomed from the righteousness of defending one who had no means of aiding themselves had kept the hatred at bay.

      Ryl stepped slowly into the darkened bath, mindful to keep the flaming blade from contact with the lantern’s fuel source that spread across the floor. Frozen in the opposite corner, exactly where she had been when he’d left only moments before, Breila remained. Her body was stationary, though she was unable to hide the quivering of her slender frame. A staccato, hollow dripping sound echoed through the small room as the drips of water and kerosene fell through the crude drain in the center of the floor.

      “What are you?” she whispered.

      Ryl’s laugh was low, though he tempered the reaction before more escaped.

      “Hello, Breila,” Ryl said politely, bending slightly at the waist, bowing his head to the woman. “I’m happy I was able to assist you this time. I’m afraid my actions when we last met were unbecoming to the assistance you provided.”

      Her eyes studied the cloaked figure before her curiously for a moment. They widened again as the true realization dawned.

      “How?” the madam gasped, raising her hands to her mouth, masking the gaping expression.

      “With luck, though I’m afraid it’s a story for a later time.” Ryl’s voice was kind, yet he was short with his words. He offered her his hand. “We need to go.”

      He could see the hesitance as Breila slowly extended her arm. Through nothing but acquaintance, Ryl was a stranger, an enigma to her. A steady wave of death and destruction seemed to follow him wherever he went. Her reluctance, however, was only momentary. As if breaking through a mental barrier, she reached out politely for his extended right hand.

      Her skin was soft, almost velvety as she closed her fingers around his. Her hand slid up his arm, wrapping around the crook of his elbow. The contact, though casual, was intimidating. Ryl moved carefully toward the room’s exit. He slowed before they crossed the threshold into the hall.

      “You might care to avert your eyes,” Ryl cautioned. “I’m afraid those who sought to do you and me harm did not fare well.”

      The look Breila fixed on him could have melted ice. Ryl resisted the shudder that rolled through his body.

      “Young man, I am not as dainty as I may now look,” she said calmly, yet Ryl could feel the fire smoldering underneath at the insinuation. “I have seen more cycles, more death, faced more misery than you could have imagined. I will not be swayed by a little blood.”

      Ryl admired the woman. He was embarrassed by the unintended slight his words had caused.

      “Aye,” was all he could muster as he continued forward, turning left as they exited the room.

      She gasped.

      “Andr?” she whispered. Her voice was pained.

      “He is well,” Ryl replied. “He is hidden and safe.”

      She giggled in response.

      “Andr is never truly safe,” she muttered. “Destruction follows him. I see his influence on you.”

      A few steps down the darkened alley, Ryl paused again, slipping from her grasp.

      “His influence has been life changing,” he admitted. “I’m afraid I have developed my own knack for trouble independently. Wait here a moment.”

      Ryl retreated down the hall, pausing just outside the doorway to the bath. Reaching over the slumped body of the guard, he collected the unbroken lantern from the floor.

      He tapped into the speed that flowed in his veins as he tossed the lantern in the air several meters before his body. The fragile device twisted slowly as it floated. Ryl had let the wind swell around his right arm until it whipped the tail of his cloak out from behind his legs. He slashed with the Leaves across his body while releasing the torrent of air. An arc of green flame lanced forward, striking the lantern in the reservoir.

      The explosion of light was blinding. For an instant the hallway lit with the intensity of the sun. The sudden wave of heat was scorching, bringing with it the putrid scent of burning hair and flesh.

      Everything in the path of the liquid flame caught alight. Fire raced across the floor of the bath as it jumped from one flammable drop of liquid to the next. The corpses of the guards, doused in the kerosene, were ablaze. The ball of flame exploded outward when it struck the wooden intersection, pouring into the foyer and opposite hallway.

      There was a certain balm to watching the fire consume the barracks from the inside out. The building had played home to a festering evil that had plagued the tributes for generations. It was an ever-present symbol.

      It would soon be reduced to ash.
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      Ryl’s fascination with the fire was short-lived. He snapped himself from his thoughts, hastening to Breila. Taking her by the hand, he rushed onward, escorting her from the doomed barracks. With effort, he closed the heavy metal door that divided the hallway, tamping out the flickering orange light that illuminated the death within. A puff of smoke billowed out of the gap before he forced it shut.

      Though her insistence of her fortitude was finite, he was aware of the gasp and the muted gag as they made their way through the final stretch of the tunnel.

      Ryl sent a focused wave of hope ahead. His mindsight was rewarded with the motion of Aelin’s still form as he approached.

      As it had been before, the fresher air outside the tunnel was a relief. His lungs drew in the oxygen like they had been starved of it for ages. Aelin, who had been rushing to meet him, skidded to a stop as Ryl exited with another in tow. His face was fearful. He protectively balled his hands into fists.

      “Fear not, my young Aelin.” Ryl spoke as he strode from the hallway. “This is Breila. She is a friend.”

      Aelin looked curiously at the woman who approached him. Breila’s stern features seemed to melt as motherly instincts took control. She kneeled in front of Aelin, smiling kindly at the boy. The attention disarmed the cautious young tribute.

      “It’s nice to meet you, young Aelin,” Breila cooed.

      Ryl chuckled to himself for a moment as he moved past to collect the horses.

      “So stealth is out?” he called as Ryl passed.

      “Aye, for the moment,” he replied as he tossed the reins to the youngster before moving toward the chain that controlled the drawbar of the gate. “For now it will be speed. I have clothes. We can get changed once we’ve made the alleys.”

      With a grunt, he pulled down on the heavy chain. The drawbar only needed to clear a few hand widths to allow a single panel of the door to open. The heavy wooden bar rumbled as it retracted into the wall.

      “Breila, were there any guards in the courtyard when they brought you in?” Ryl quizzed. “Any archers on the palisade?”

      She stood, dusting her knees off as she spoke.

      “No, there were none,” she offered confidently. “It’s not the palisade you need to fear. The city has been in a state of disarray since the Harvest failed. Lord Maklan led all but a token force of his most trusted killers behind when the army moved into The Stocks. They’ve closed off most access to the city. There are small patrols throughout, though their focus remains in the East Ward. The port has been filled with ships since the morning, though anchored offshore when they brought me in. Under what banner they fly is uncertain, though it doesn’t bode well. The king is here. Why have you returned? What is it you seek?”

      “Not what, but who,” Ryl corrected, though the purpose for his coming had now swelled. Seeing Kaep alive was his priority. The chance to end the Ascertaining Decree was now inside the city proper.

      “I seek a woman,” Ryl replied, not quick to divulge too much information, though he trusted the madam. The sentiment in its entirety was incongruous; she dealt in skin. Secrets were her power. If not for her unexplained friendship with Andr, he’d have thought himself daft.

      “She or her captor would be clothed like me or even disguised as a guard,” he continued quickly. “They were less than half a day ahead. Can you ride?”

      Ryl moved quickly to collect the reins from Aelin. Breila had little more time than to nod her head before he tossed her as gently as he could onto the horse’s back. Aelin followed shortly behind, landing with much less grace behind the madam.

      Breila fixed Ryl with a momentary glare of annoyance that cleared as she pondered his earlier statement.

      “Tell me, Ryl. What makes her important enough to risk returning here?” she asked.

      Ryl was startled by the question, pausing as he placed his hand on the freed panel of the massive door. As a member of the few phrenics remaining alive, she was vital. He couldn’t help but feel that her survival was a crucial piece of the continuation of their kind. His mind struggled to answer the questions, whether she was more important to the cause? Or to him?

      Breila spoke without awaiting a reply. “Like Andr, I understand and respect your silence, though I can see the truth written across your face.” Breila grinned. “Though I truly know little of who you are, I comprehend, perhaps better than you, the disturbances you’ve caused. The fires you’ve ignited have been smoldering in silence, pent up for generations. She’s important to you, that I can see clear as day. I know where they’ll have taken her. They’ll have taken her to the king.”

      Ryl was unsurprised by the answer.

      “Can you get us off the main avenue, to somewhere discreet?” Ryl asked, temporarily halting the discussion. The troops occupying the port. The king’s arrival. He had no control over the situation, which was rapidly degrading into a frenzy.

      Breila nodded.

      “Then lead the way,” Ryl called as he put his weight into the massive panel of the door. The door shifted slowly at first. Its heavy metal hinges thundered their disapproval. With a second heave, the gap opened wide enough for a horse and rider to slip through.

      With a kick, Breila and Aelin were off through the gap. Ryl mounted his beast and gave chase.

      The grand view of the sprawling city before him was lost in the gravity of the moment. Their horses thundered across the open square. To the left, the barracks belched smoke from every open window. Flames poured from the doorway, crawling up the exterior wall.

      Ryl would have expected shouts of alarm and panic from the forces manning the fort, yet the square and avenue ahead were eerily quiet.

      They crossed the square in an instant. Ryl’s head was on a swivel, watching for any sign of danger from the wall behind or the avenue ahead. The last he’d seen the cobblestone street, it was clogged with a jam of people and wagons. Revelers, merchants and carriages alike had gathered to celebrate the momentous annual Harvest. Colored flags and banners of the great houses privileged enough to purchase the right to a tribute had swung carefree from windows. A carnival spirit had hung in the air.

      It had sickened him.

      The avenue now was deserted. Shreds of torn cloth, stained from being trampled underfoot, lay strewn across the roadway. Bits of torn paper and refuse blew across the street as it was lifted by the winds from the sea. The atmosphere felt heavy and oppressive. All festive feelings that had been present on the eve of the Harvest were smothered by the weight of tension.

      Ryl found it hard to feel even the slightest shred of remorse at the dynamic swing in emotions. The practice they had celebrated was abhorrent.

      Though none were on the street, Ryl could sense the eyes watching them from behind darkened curtains. Unlike the ever-watchful sensation that he’d grown accustomed to as a result of living in the shadows of the palisades, this was different. The palisades had presented a heft, a discomforting regulation that was smothering. All he experienced now was an overwhelming sense of uncertainty.

      In the distance, floating on the rolling azure waters of the sea, a host of large vessels clogged the port. Many still were anchored beyond the breakwater. Boats laden with soldiers rowed ashore.

      Had a contingent of the king’s army reached Cadsae Proper already? Or had one of the houses sent troops in support of their host?

      Breila angled her horse to the right, slowing as she exited into the first alley leading to the west. Ryl was familiar with the narrow passage, having stalked the corridor while familiarizing himself with the city. Though he knew a few of the streets and avenues leading to the tavern where he’d tracked Le’Dral, he was loath to admit that he knew little of the disposition of the city in this direction. He followed as his guide made a quick right before another immediate left into an alley barely wide enough to fit the muscular horses. A pile of small crates leaning against the corner of a building were an unintended casualty of their flight. An oozing viscous substance spread out from the wreckage.

      There was little room to maneuver around the piles of cartons, scraps of wood, and general debris that clogged their passage. The air thickened with the stench of refuse. The lower portion of the stone foundations of the buildings were slick with dark green and black growth. Without warning, the alley opened into a crude veranda of sorts.

      The path forward terminated as it reached the solid wall ahead. A similarly clogged, thin exit led from the right of the opening. Breila slowed her horse to a stop.

      Formed by the backs of several buildings, the modest square they found themselves in was less than five meters wide. Though there should have been more avenues leading from the area, the clearing seemed to be purposefully designed. The first floor of each of the buildings was nondescript, all being constructed of large slabs of stone and brick. All were unmarred by windows or doors save one. Small ledges dotted the second floor, though clothing and lines hung from various wires covered much of the opening.

      The sun, leaning heavily to the west as it continued its descent, cast the wall before them in heavy shadows. Overhead, the cloth and apparel blotted out easy viewing from the windows of the floors above. Ryl looked at the fabric and clothing stretched along the lines, noting the discrepancy immediately.

      The shirts, while they had likely been of decent quality at one point, had weathered significantly in the elements. The sheets were threadbare, stained by the ravages of time and storm. To any passerby, though few would likely find themselves here, they would have seemed benign.

      Breila slid from her horse, holding the lead as she maneuvered to a hitching post set in the corner to their right. Ryl eased to the ground, his eyes and senses ever cautious of his surroundings.

      “We’ll be safe here for the moment.” Breila’s voice was hushed, though Ryl doubted any in the floors above would have overheard. Though they’d taken the ill-used back alleys to their destination, the city maintained an eerie vacancy. Ryl knew that untold thousands lived within the sprawling confines of Cadsae Proper, yet aside from the few guards they’d entombed in the barracks, the city was a ghost town. The people, like insects, seemed to have scurried away, hiding from a threat larger than themselves.

      Was it the king they feared? Was it the rampaging guards left behind by Lord Maklan?

      Was it something else?

      “We are indebted to your sense of direction, Breila.” Ryl thanked her as he pulled his pack from off his shoulders. He tossed a pair of pants and a tunic to Aelin, following with a second pair for the madam. He had only thought to grab a pair of hats. He would be fine to go without.

      Ryl wasted no time removing his cloak, carefully tucking it into his pack. He slipped on the extra tunic. The feeling of fabric covering his tattooed arms was unnerving. The coarse threads scratched and itched his skin. The security of the absent cloak was felt immediately. He felt the eyes of the madam on him, studying his features before she pulled the borrowed shirt down over her head.

      “So young,” she noted as an aside. “Much like Andr, yours is a face I’ll never forget.”

      Ryl pulled the uniform pants over his regular trousers, tucking the shirt in before turning to help Aelin. The youngster was struggling as he was swallowed by the much larger clothing of a full-grown man. Though his strength could likely rival any, his frame was still very much that of a child.

      Breila moved to assist the young tribute. She reached a hand to her head, removing a thick wooden pin that held the remainder of her hair aloft. Long silver locks rained down, coming to a stop as they brushed her shoulder. She deftly fashioned the pin to hold the oversized pants at Aelin’s waist before moving to the cuffs of his legs, then arms.

      “What is this place?” Ryl quizzed as she finished securing the clothes on Aelin, however temporary they might be. His disguise would surely fail under close inspection, yet from a distance would likely hold up. As oversized as it was, at least it would be easy to remove again if they were forced to move by foot.

      “There are various meeting places like this nestled throughout the city,” she replied. “They have many uses. Some are haunts for the clandestine; others, a place to be hidden from the prying eyes of the city.”

      “And you know them all.” Ryl’s comment was meant as a statement, not a question. Breila’s grin was all he needed for confirmation.

      “They were plentiful in the East Ward. In fact, you and Andr rested in one, if I recall correctly,” she mused. The cramped quarters they’d shared had been a welcome shelter. Her expression turned dismal; her eyes haunted as she continued. “There were many hidden among the Ward. Through all its grime and filth, vagrants and criminals, there were good people there. Maklan’s soldiers have been slaughtering any who question them. Any who they suppose might express sympathies to the plight of the tributes. They are burning families alive in their homes.”

      She tried to catch the final words before they escaped her lips. Her sorrowful eyes darted to Aelin before returning to Ryl.

      “’Tis alright,” the youngster comforted, though his eyes glistened with rage. Ryl was fascinated as his irises appeared to take on a crystalline appearance. The hardened gaze faded as quickly as it had come. “I’m well accustomed to their barbaric treatments.”

      She reached down and jostled his hair with her hand.

      “Braver than one so young should ever be forced to be,” she whispered. “The East Ward is lost. There was little forethought and less care in the construction to prevent the fires from razing it to the ground. Here in the city square, the houses are primarily stone. Further west, the mansions will survive without a thought given to the fires that ravage the desperate. The guards should be fewer as we move in that direction, though private security is to be given a wide berth. They’ll not likely interfere with any dressed as soldiers.”

      She straightened herself up, tucking in the tunic before neatly folding her hair into the cap to complete the disguise.

      “If they bring your friend anywhere, it will be to the garrison,” she interjected. “It is there the king now holds court.”

      “How do you know this?” Ryl quizzed. “Could they have not moved her out of the city, or perhaps the port?”

      “Men can have loose lips when plied by someone with the right means of motivation.” She flashed a seductive smile and a wink. “Though his coming was done without fanfare, there were still those with knowledge. A few sycophants who live and die by his scraps knew of his travel in advance of the army.”

      The assessment made sense even in the best of times. The garrison was well defended on one side by the river while the other butted up against the inhospitable wilds of the Outlands. It was general knowledge that nothing had moved inside the wasteland for a millennium.

      Ryl couldn’t help but ponder the timing of it all. The resurgence of the Horde. They massed in numbers unseen by the guardians of Vim. They penetrated the still sanctuary of the forest, led by a shadowed, cloaked figure. The similarities between the Lei Guard and the mysterious apparition were haunting.

      If it was true, why would the Horde bow before the Lei Guard?

      Ryl scanned the area again with his mindsight. Aside from the young tribute a meter away, there was no sign of any additional disturbance. Though his vision was clear, he couldn’t help but feel the strange pull toward the west. There was a gravity that drew him in that direction. He closed his eyes, forcing his inner vision further afield.

      The disorienting sensation nearly rocked him from his feet. Though nothing had shown, the impression was concrete. The feeling was similar to that of the nexus. Just as the stone circle was the focal point between life on one side and death on the other, the west mirrored a similar duplicity. It was as if the light struggled against the darkness in a battle of complete supremacy.

      There was no middle ground. No grey area.

      He needed to be closer.

      He needed to see if she was there.

      “Who are the soldiers on the boats?” Aelin interrupted his thoughts with the question.

      “I honestly do not know,” Breila answered. “I’ve not seen them up close, yet theirs is a uniform I don’t recognize. Though I admit, my knowledge of the houses is not without flaw.”

      Ryl nodded as he shook the unsettling feeling from his mind.

      “At the moment, who they are matters not. Like all, they will soon need to make a choice. They will soon need to choose sides,” he offered. “I need to get closer to the garrison. Is there somewhere safe for you?”

      He turned his gaze from Aelin to Breila. Though the young tribute could certainly handle himself in a fight, it was the madam who was at the greatest risk.

      Breila giggled aloud at the show of concern, even as clumsy as it was.

      “Follow me,” she cooed. “I’ve yet to divulge the entirety of my secrets.”
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      Andr buckled at the waist, resting his hands heavily on his knees. His lungs burned as if he’d been sprinting for miles though their travel had been by horseback. Breaths came rapid and deep as he gasped for air. His head swam as the unrelenting dizziness threatened to topple him from his feet.

      He felt a strong hand under his arm. Though the grip was like a stone, it was gentle as it assisted him up.

      “You’ve done well,” Ramm grumbled. “We’ll make a phrenic out of you yet.”

      The laughter that bubbled from his belly rumbled like the churning of stones, a deep grating that was neither comforting nor joyous. Still, the admission from a phrenic was not one to be taken lightly.

      “Thank you, Ramm,” he gasped between breaths.

      “I’m still in wonder of how you can control the forest with mere thoughts,” Le’Dral admitted as he approached, returning from settling their horses. They’d ridden with speed, skirting the border of the woods to the west. Hidden between the Erlyn and the orchard, their movements were disguised, though their secrecy mattered not.

      “Your assessment of the palisade looks to be correct,” Le’Dral admitted. “The regular patrols along the pinnacle of the walls have been abandoned. Even if we secured the top, we will still require dozens of ladders. It will take considerable time to cross.”

      Andr nodded his head as they walked slowly across the clearing. He agreed with the captain. He longed for Ryl’s return. While his newly acquired talents would let him commune with the Erlyn, even open the paths within her midst, he knew that Ryl commanded a much greater sway over the very trees themselves. The young phrenic’s work was far less exhausting.

      “There may be another way, yet it will likely wait for Ryl’s return.” Andr spoke between breaths. “The tributes are still nowhere near ready to climb, let alone travel.”

      As resoundingly true as the statement was, the progress the tributes had made was astounding. The putrid, yet potent remedy had displayed remarkable success. Though it had been only a matter of days since the dose had begun, several of the youngest were already tentatively back on their feet. Many others flashed between lengthening bouts of lucidity, though they all still suffered mightily.

      On cue, the mender appeared from the base of the great tree to their left. He rubbed his hands gingerly against his temples as he walked toward his next round of duty. He abruptly changed directions as he noted the captain and Andr.

      “You look tired, my friend. When was the last time you had any rest?” Le’Dral’s question earned a baleful glare from the normally passive mender.

      “Though I truly appreciate the assistance, some of your men might have more skill controlling the trees than tending to patients,” Jeffers grumbled. “I’ll sleep when there is time.”

      The mender sighed. His shoulders slumped as if he deflated with the release of air. The agitation evaporated with the breath hissed from between his lips.

      “They are doing their best. I commend them for that,” he admitted. “You’ve trained them to be soldiers and trained them well. This is like asking a blacksmith to perform as a minstrel. We are running low on food though, if you could spare any hands?”

      Le’Dral clapped his hand on the mender’s shoulder.

      “That I can do,” he said. “Send the worthless, those who are no use to you, back to me,” Le’Dral quipped.

      Jeffers flashed a quick forced smile before shuffling away toward the opening beneath the next great tree down the line.

      “I’ll have some of the men sweep the orchards for any unharvested fruit. Do you think the woods will provide another bounty of fish or berries?” Le’Dral inquired.

      Andr, though he responded readily, was growing tired of answering questions for the will of the forest. Da’agryn had said the Erlyn would provide for their needs. And thus far she had, though he had no concept as to the extent of her resources.

      “I have no reason to believe otherwise, though I cannot speak for her,” he admitted with perhaps a touch more agitation than necessary. “I’ll be rested enough to open the pathway to the pond by the time they’ve gathered.”

      Ramm stepped between Andr and the captain.

      “No, my friend. You have earned your rest,” Ramm offered. “Opening the pathways taxes me but little. Save your strength. Captain, when your men are ready, I’ll lead the way.”

      Le’Dral inclined his head to the massive phrenic. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll have them assembled shortly.”

      Without another word, the captain hastened away. The notes of his barked commands echoed throughout the clearing as he mustered the necessary force.

      “Learning to command the trees, like any phrenic skill, can be exceptionally tiring at first,” Ramm instructed. “Proceed with caution. Overexertion can be dangerous. You’ve seen firsthand the toll it has wrought on Ryl. Rest now. Your strength will be needed before long.”

      The phrenic placed a hand on Andr’s shoulder, giving it a surprisingly gentle squeeze.

      “I’ll await the mender’s rejects.” Ramm grinned. “I’ll try not to lose any along the way.”

      His last statement, though chilling, was said with a grin. Andr knew the phrenic wouldn’t intentionally subvert the attempts to keep them safe by separating any from the group. What would the Erlyn do if he did? he wondered.

      Would she grant them passage, or would whatever chamber he left them in remain their eternal home?

      Andr refused the absent line of questioning, clearing his mind as he forced his body to move forward. His muscles screamed in protest as he plodded one sluggish step after the next. His assignments were completed for the moment, leaving one task left for him to undertake. One that he ranked high in his list of priorities.

      His muscles loosened, easing the discomfort that accompanied every step as he gained speed. His body fought against the motion, crying out for peace, for a chance to rest and recharge, even if for a few moments.

      He angled his course toward the closest tree to his left, the one that Jeffers had recently departed to start his rounds. The great tree and its ailing contents had seemed to acquire an uneven amount of attention from Jeffers and, for his part, from him as well.

      Within the hollowed-out space between its roots, Jeffers had made his office. Here, those in the most urgent need of care were housed. The bulk of the most critically wounded were from either Captain Le’Dral’s or Lieutenant Moyan’s troops. They had suffered wounds from arrows and blades. Though several had perished since they had set out, the mender was optimistic those who remained would survive.

      At what capacity they would find themselves after was the subject of further discussion.

      Housed here, closest to Jeffers’s watchful eyes, were a prejudiced collection of those who held the most importance, both tactically and personally. Ryl and Kaep had rested there. Cavlin still worked through his convalescence under the tree’s roots. Andr had ensured that his boy, Cray, would find a place there as well.

      Sarial, the last of the tributes to succumb, though temporarily, to the rigors of the withdrawal-induced sickness, held a figurative place of honor closest to the mender’s station. Though he might have strived to keep his feelings and their working partnership ambiguous, the budding relationship between the mender and tribute was hardly a secret. Andr smiled at the development as much as the seemingly universal acceptance of it. Both had worked tirelessly to aid all in need. Regardless of what blood flowed within their veins.

      Andr halted for a moment as he reached the entrance to the chamber. He rested his hand against the giant root of the tree, leaning heavily against the thick support. The jolt of energy nearly made him jump as the woods responded to the contact with his skin.

      His head reeled as the messages and signals overloaded his senses, threatening to topple him from his feet. Though the information was largely indistinguishable, however, the main message was clear.

      All was well in the woods.

      For the moment, they remained safe.

      Andr took a moment to breathe deeply, steeling his body for the rigors that were to come. A wave of heat streamed from the interior of the chamber, an accumulation of the combined heat from the scattered lanterns and the excess of bodies arranged across the earthen floor. The temperature served only to amplify the odor that wafted from the chamber. Though the natural gaps in the walls and the ever-present gentle breeze, which emanated from the interior of the forest, worked to dilute the odor, it was still pungent, nonetheless.

      The potent stench of death from the blighted rose’s leaves permeated the air. He was unconvinced that it wouldn’t follow those who resided here for the rest of their days. Within a handful of breaths, his body became disturbingly accustomed to the smell. At least the urge to gag had subsided. From experience, he understood it would only lessen from here.

      Besides, nothing would keep him from completing his task at hand.

      Andr scanned the room, his eyes pausing on any sign of motion from within. A pair of guards, the most competent of the bunch, carefully worked the room in the absence of Jeffers. They hunched over a wounded guard, his torso healing slowly from a nasty slash courtesy of the guards who’d ambushed them in Tabenville. Andr knew all too well, he was lucky to have survived.

      Having made their hasty rounds, his eyes returned to the object of their attention. There, set near the far wall of the room, rested his son. Cray.

      Andr’s body moved of its own accord, plodding carefully across the room. He squeezed through the aisle of makeshift cots, working quickly to his destination. Several frayed scraps of cloth floated casually in a small bowl of water alongside one of the tributes along the way. He scooped out one length, carefully wringing the excess chilled water back into the bowl.

      A few meters later, he sank to his knees alongside the resting body of his son. Andr studied the sleeping boy before him. Memories of a life long lost flashed through his mind. He was present for his boy’s birth. There had been pleasant moments as a family. Picnics by the thin, winding creek that ran behind their homestead. Teaching his boy to ride around the small garden they tended. Small moments, seemingly inconsequential in the grand scheme of life, likely taken for granted, were all he truly had. Life as a hired sword, working contract to contract, was not conducive to fatherhood.

      Andr ran his hand over the boy’s forehead. His skin burned. The similarities to the harrowing trek across the Outlands with Ryl had left a permanent scar across his mind. There had been so much uncertainty then, so much confusion. He had been willing to die for Ryl. He had gone willingly into the abyss for nothing more than hope.

      To see his son free.

      It was a fleeting hope. One neither he nor the gracious Lord Eligar, who’d paid for Ryl’s freedom, likely fully believed. Yet if he’d learned anything from Ryl, it was to trust in that feeling.

      For so long, hope was all he had. Hope was all they all had.

      He carefully dabbed the wet cloth across Cray’s forehead, attempting to provide some succor to the fever that ravaged his body. Unlike managing the sickness in the wilds with Ryl, he was certain that Cray would live. That they would both survive the ordeal.

      Why now, under the careful supervision of a skilled mender, did he feel more unsure?

      “What is it about that one?” The gravelly voice startled Andr. He twisted his body to view the speaker.

      Cavlin hobbled toward him, his left arm held gingerly across his stomach. His complexion waxed pale. The tone of his skin was more ghostly than human, yet his conscious appearance added a touch of warmth to Andr’s dour mood. A sword hung comfortably from his belt. Andr smiled at the survivor, following him with his eyes as he rounded Cray’s body.

      “What is he to you?” Cavlin knelt with effort at the opposite side of the makeshift cot. His eyes traveled from Andr to the face of the sleeping boy. Cray wrinkled his brow in momentary distress. Andr dabbed the wet cloth in his hand across the ailing tribute’s forehead. He frowned at the guard as he met his gaze.

      Cavlin grinned as he looked at Andr, a gleam of mischief alight in his eyes.

      “Your scowl bears an uncanny similarity,” the guard added. “I’ve yet to thank you for saving me in the East Ward that night. I was careless.”

      “Make nothing of it,” Andr accepted, pleased the conversation had strayed.

      Against all odds, he’d aided in rescuing his son. Now that they had saved him and his surrogate tribute family, though their freedom was far from assured, the abhorrent fear was crippling. He felt crushed by the weight of revealing to his own flesh and blood the truth.

      “It was Ryl who recognized you. Who recognized the danger,” Andr related. “That one has a penchant for disruption, as I’m sure you’ve come to know better than most.”

      Calvin chuckled, though the effort clearly caused a great deal of pain. He gingerly dabbed at the bloodstained wrap around his torso, occasionally wincing at the touch.

      “Don’t negate the effect you’ve had upon him. I doubt your hand was completely free from some of it,” Cavlin stated cryptically. “In certain circles, this kingdom is small. Far too familiar for a professional soldier, who is well versed in living by the sword, to not be well informed of those who’ve outlived their tragically short life expectancy. Think of the surprise when one resurfaces from the dead.”

      Andr’s hand stopped his careful blotting on Cray’s head. The fever seemed to have passed, for the moment. The heat radiating from his body was palpable. The air around him had cooled noticeably.

      “You worked long and hard to fight. Managed just enough disobedience to ensure your posting in The Stocks,” Calvin continued. “There are likely few alive who still recognize your face. Your papers were forged well, but they would have failed you in time.”

      Andr balled his hands into fists. Though the time to worry over his discovery was long past, he still found himself fighting the reaction to defend himself. Physically if necessary.

      “Easy, my friend.” Cavlin sighed. “You no longer need to fear discovery or the repercussions. You already have a kingdom after your head. There were but a few of us who understood, and all remained silent.”

      Andr looked into the eyes of the guard kneeling on the opposite side of Cray. There was no malice in his gaze. Cavlin was somewhat of an anomaly among the guards who knew of him. He was subservient to the captain, yet acted with almost belligerent impunity. Whether it was through order or not, the guard went where he wanted and when. Andr realized he knew little of the man or his history.

      “I see a great deal of him in you,” Cavlin admitted.

      Andr felt his heartbeat race with the statement. It was a secret he’d trusted few with, protected for far too many cycles. He looked protectively down at the unconscious young man slumbering on the cot.

      He noted a change in Cavlin’s expression. The grin nearly split his passive face in two. Though brief and retracted with a wince of pain, the look was telling.

      Andr chided himself for the unintentional admission.

      “Ryl does too, you know,” the guard added. “Whether you see it or not, you’ve done well by them.”

      Andr sighed as he stared back at Cavlin. The injury, the wound he suppressed, stitched closed with apathy and self-restraint, threatened to tear apart.

      “I see a lot of him in Ryl.” Andr spoke softly, his words laden with emotion. “I should have been there for him. Should have taken him, ran, and never looked back. He’s lived so long with the hatred of me and of his mother, the one who truly betrayed him. I needed to be close. If I needed to die for him, just to know he wasn’t alone in this world, I would.”

      “The truth is a powerful thing, Andr. Your devotion to your son, to Ryl has been irrefutable. One could find faults in any decision if given the time,” Cavlin argued. “Deception, though it might have a righteous cause, is still deception, nonetheless. Either he’ll understand or he won’t.”

      Cavlin gritted his teeth as he worked himself to his feet. His left arm remained draped protectively over his chest. His right rested leisurely on the pommel of his sword. His gaze made contact with Andr’s once more.

      “He needs to know,” the guard added.

      He grinned again, looking down at Cray before turning toward the door.

      Andr watched as the man moved stealthily through the recovering tributes and guards. Even in his weakened state, Andr knew the Cavlin could still fend for himself. He would be judged and underestimated for his weakness. They would likely not live to regret the error.

      Andr watched the retreating warrior for a moment more. He returned his vision to the patient before him.

      His breath caught in his throat.

      Cray’s eyes were wide, locked on to his face. Moisture welled in the corners of each. The salty track of a single tear streaked down his dusty cheek.
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      The ringing of the horseshoes on the stone street echoed as it bounced off the buildings that loomed on both sides. Ryl had followed Breila to a wide street that ran in a lazy arc from the avenue leading to the gate down to the market and the docks far in the distance.

      Ryl was unfamiliar with this area of the city. He hadn’t ventured this far while he was familiarizing himself with the routes with Andr. Breila had done her best to succinctly describe what they would encounter. The further west they traveled, the grander and more elaborate the houses and shops lining the street became. Though there were inevitably less fanciful areas hidden amongst the back alleys, the masterful facades spoke to wealth that increased with every passing intersection.

      Sweet-smelling planters of meticulously organized flowers lined the avenue. They passed several small green courtyards adorned with ornately manicured bushes and trees. Benches lined the windy stone pathways into their midst. Small cafes feature extended patios, where tables and chairs awaited patrons.

      Disturbingly absent from the scene were the people. No traffic from those on foot or wagon greeted them as they proceeded onward. On a few occasions they had captured a fleeting glance of motion as someone ducked back into their home or darted down a familiar side street. Heavy blinds and thick curtains closed off the view into most houses and storefronts. Occasionally, the shuffling of the fabric was the only sign that life remained, hidden among the buildings.

      The watchful feeling was ever present. Tens of thousands resided permanently inside the city limits, yet the area around them was barren. They were likely scared and perhaps rightfully so. Never in the recorded history of the kingdom had a disturbance of this magnitude occurred. The willingness to persecute children and murder families for the crime of trying to survive did little to instill confidence that retribution from the crown would be anything less than severe.

      The section of Cadsae Proper they crossed was commonly referred to as Center City. This wide track of the massive city spanned from the East Ward, north to the Pining Gates and south to the port. The port encompassed its own district, which included much of the trade-worthy seawall as well as the bustling market. On the west, Center City was bordered by the opulent Estates. A thin, though moderately sizable wall prevented easy access to the mansions that enjoyed wide tracts of land until the point where the city met the delta of the river. A lone entryway separated the wall. The road through the Estates ran straight and uninterrupted until it reached the lone bridge that spanned the fast-moving water of this confluence leading to the garrison, the westernmost point in the entirety of the Kingdom of Damaris.

      Once inside the Estates, they would be afforded few avenues of escape. Properties were gated. All were staffed with some manner of private security. In normal times, the frequent patrols of the guards coming to and from the garrison were a potent deterrent to any who wished to cause ill content.

      Their path along the road had angled south. The quickly falling sun beat hard upon the right side of Ryl’s face. The warmth on his skin, though comforting, was more of an aggravation than a boon. He had grown accustomed to the cloak, which covered all but the lower half of his face. The freedom and relative anonymity it provided him was comforting. Without his phrenic cloak, he felt exposed. Naked. The scratchy cloth on his tattooed skin was aggravating. He found his concentration fraying as he struggled with the grating sensation against his arms.

      Ryl pulled up on the collar of his borrowed guard uniform, doing his best to hide the clearly defined brands on his neck.

      His scans of the surrounding area had been persistent. His eyes darted from building to building. He focused on each rooftop, scouring every shadow for signs of warning. Though there had been no additional signs of tributes, phrenic or Lei Guard, the sensation of concern, a growing darkness, continued to intensify. The alexen in his blood were alert, powering through his veins of their own volition. Their increased and steady activity without his command was unnatural. It was a disturbing feeling, though it had seemed to keep the dark whispers temporarily at bay. He searched for answers within the vault, within the thousands of lifetimes of experiences and knowledge within his mind.

      He found no recollection or understanding within.

      Ryl spurred his horse forward, slowing when he came aside Breila and Aelin. The youngster smiled at him, though his arms were still locked around the waist of the madam.

      “Will there be any issue gaining access to the Estates?” he asked.

      Much of her plan was still a mystery to him. He chided himself mentally for following blindly, yet he was convinced she would neither slow him down, nor lead him into harm willingly. He and Andr had been at her mercy. Even with the destruction within and around the Proper’s East, she had not cast them aside.

      If Andr trusted her with his life, so would he.

      In truth, her guidance was a welcome addition. She knew the inner workings of the city. Her familiarity was with all, from the most destitute to the highest echelons of society.

      “I do not believe so,” she replied. Though her voice was confident, it failed to instill a feeling of comfort that Ryl would have preferred. “The city guard usually man the gate, though there will likely be none now. With so few troops left in the city, if sentries remain, they’d have been withdrawn to the bridge, closer to the safety of the garrison.”

      Ryl nodded his head at the assessment.

      “As I told you earlier, it is the private security forces here that are to be feared,” she continued. “Though dressed as guards, they are likely to pay us no mind. They exist with an uneasy acceptance of the troops. They allow the soldiers to patrol the streets, yet permit none to trespass on their property. They will likely be on heightened alert, as the regular patrols have abandoned the area.”

      “Why have they forsaken the richest among them?” Aelin’s innocence was relieving as he posed the question.

      “They do not abandon them,” Breila replied, craning her neck to look toward the boy. “It is that they harbor little suspicion of them. They have no fear of uprising. Though they are well protected with their own private forces, they number but a few dozen households.”

      “It is the greater population to be feared,” Ryl added. “To be held in line.”

      Breila nodded her head.

      “Aye. That is correct.” A profound sadness crept into her voice as she carried on. “The citizens outnumber them by tens of thousands. Unlike those of the Estates, many of whom owe their very wealth and fealty to the throne, the citizens are unconstrained by such alliances. They seek to cull any rebellion before it rises. They have been killing with impunity. They burn families alive in their homes, slaughter men, women and children.”

      “How is it that they came about you?” Ryl asked cautiously. He pushed a wave of comfort over the emotional woman.

      Breila sighed, though her shoulders seemed to rise slightly as she continued.

      “I have made it my life’s work to stay well informed. The information that has kept me alive in the past was delayed in reaching my ears this time,” she responded. Ryl could feel the anger swell in her body. Her chest rose and fell with the exaggerated breaths. “There are those who will talk willingly. There are those who give up information without understanding that they do so. The key is to listen. By the time word came that they were coming, there were but precious moments. Though, I believe many who work for me were able to flee, there were inevitably some who didn’t survive.”

      She wiped a tear from her eye with the back of her hand.

      “Where are you leading us?” Ryl posed the question. The road ahead was growing shorter with every passing step. “If the Estates share allegiance with the throne, is there safety there for us?”

      “While, yes, it is true that a great many do, there are but a few who do so through veiled deceit,” Breila admitted. “They are neither indebted to nor purchase favor from the king.”

      “And you’re sure they can be trusted?” Ryl was hesitant to place any more trust in an unknown benefactor.

      “Without a doubt, my young friend.” She smiled. “For it is to my home that we return.”

      Ryl found that he was not entirely surprised by the admission. Aelin gasped in response.

      “You live there?” he cried.

      “Aye. And I long for the comfort of a warm bath and a fine meal.” She laughed as she spoke.

      The road they followed had descended at a shallow angle as they turned to the south. Ahead, Ryl could see the avenue exit into an open square. Though his view was obscured by the houses that lined the street, he could see several other roads exiting from the main intersection.

      They slowed their horses to a walk as they approached the square. Though Ryl had never been there, he knew the intersection was likely a bustling point of congregation. So close to the high society, there were likely a bevy of street vendors hawking their precious wares as well as those who came to seek influence from those who lived in stations above that which they achieved.

      It was eerie viewing the square devoid of any life or activity. They paused at the exit of the road they’d followed. The area was roughly thirty meters across and an equal width. Directly ahead, to the south, the road carried onward, leading toward the more industrious areas closer to the docks and market. Another road, the Kingsway, bisected the square, exiting east and westward, stretching the width of the kingdom.

      To the right, an ornately sculpted wall ran the length of the open square. The carved stone looked out of place, more form than function. He repressed the review that even a child with a knack for climbing trees would find an easy purchase to scale the wall in no time.

      There were none present at the gate. The shops and small cafes lining the square were shuttered and silent.

      Ryl was nearly overtaken by a sudden wave of discomfort. He scanned the area with his mindsight, easily confirming the vacancy of the image. Still, the uneasiness prevailed. The imagined watchfulness bored into him here with a greater potency than he’d experienced anywhere within the city.

      He turned to voice his concern to Breila. Without warning, she spurred her horse forward, entering the square at speed, angling toward the entrance to the Estates to the west. Ryl’s mount surged forward to make up lost ground.

      As they committed to their path through the square, the cause for his concern became alarmingly clear.

      A pair of soldiers with swords drawn burst from the door of a shuttered cafe near the entrance to the Estates. The soldiers were dressed in a fashion that was foreign to Ryl. Their pants and tunics were plain in nature, a muted, drab grey. The obvious bulge under their shirts hinted at the armor disguised underneath. Their clothing bore no insignia denoting their allegiance.

      They barked orders in a tone that demanded obedience. Breila spurred her horse into a gallop in response. Soldiers streamed from the surrounding buildings that lined both the northern and southern sides of the square. The snap and twang of bowstrings releasing their arrows showed their intention. Ryl screamed in warning, though it was too late.

      The identity of the soldiers was a mystery to Ryl. He knew nothing else than that they were not the guard from Cadsae Proper.

      They had come prepared for a fight.

      Were they soldiers from the boats?

      Why would they fire on riders dressed in the garb of a Cadsae Proper guard?

      Ryl’s instantaneous inspection and introspection were cut short. Arrows streamed toward them. The attack had been planned, calculated, and coordinated with purpose. The first wave, screaming from the southern side of the square, was aimed at Breila and Aelin in the lead. The bolts from the northern side were aimed at his right flank. The angles of attack were plotted to avoid collateral damage.

      Ryl cursed himself as the heat of the alexen burned through his veins. He should not have underestimated the feeling of discomfort. He should have seen the attack coming. His heart raced. He gritted his teeth as the world came to a halt around him as he dipped into the speed.

      Even so, the arrows tracked forward. Their deadly progress slowed dramatically, yet not frozen.

      The assault had come so quickly and from such close quarters there would be no time to deflect or destroy them all. Even with the speed and powers at his command, some of the arrows would find their mark.

      His decision was made instantly. There was no time to be wasted, no hesitation needed.

      The winds tore around his right arm with the sudden fury of a storm. The fabric of the sleeve scratched against his skin as the power rubbed it against him. As the gale raged, his skin burned, like being pelted by errand grains of sand propelled by the wind.

      Ryl screamed as he released the focused arc of wind. The sleeve covering his arm shredded as the power streamed from him. Scraps of fabric tossed helplessly in the wind. The sudden release, the exposure of his tattooed arm, sent a feeling of exhilaration rushing through his body.

      His focused assault impacted the doomed flight of arrows aimed for Breila and Aelin. The assault shattered several on contact, reducing their deadly load to splinters. Those not destroyed outright were forced aside by the gale, tossed desperately off course. They would fall harmlessly to the stone of the square.

      His mount was not so lucky.

      Ryl shifted his leg to the forward, fanning a desperate, uncoordinated burst of wind with a flick of his right hand. The projectiles wobbled in the air as the unfocused blast did little to allay their progress. A trio of arrows found his horse’s flank, just behind the shoulder. The animal stumbled, whinnying in agony, tossing Ryl as it toppled to the ground.

      Ryl leapt as the horse’s massive frame crashed into the stone roadway. He hardened the woodskin across his shoulders, arms and back as he neared the ground. His feet contacted the ground at speed; he tumbled forward as he sought to minimize the effects of the abrupt dismount. His fall started gracefully as his enhanced natural agility attempted to control his roll. Even so, the speed was too great, resulting in a painful tumble. Though the rapid coating of woodskin prevented any serious injury, his stolen shirt tore in several places as he scraped on the rough stone. His grip on the unnatural speed within faltered as he skid to a stop. Time snapped back to normal.

      “Ryl,” Aelin screamed. Breila had reined in her horse, guiding the beast behind the relative safety of the small gatehouse on the inside of the Estate’s elaborate entrance.

      “Go,” Ryl called over his shoulder as he rose to his feet. “Take him to safety. I’ll catch up.”

      The two separated groups of soldiers converged into one. Standing shoulder to shoulder, they formed a concave line that stretched from one side of the square to the other. Ryl reached behind his back with his left hand, drawing one of the Leaves, though he kept the blade dormant. A chuckle went up from the soldiers at the appearance of the seemingly innocuous wooden stick. Nearly half the line had a second arrow nocked, ready to fire.

      Ryl let the wind swell around his right arm as he faced down the group. The alexen surged through his blood. In the face of armed soldiers, the dark whispers, the urge for bloodshed, raised its voice in an effort to ensure its opinions would be heard. He gritted his teeth as he focused on the heat inside his veins.

      He counted close to fifty soldiers standing at the ready, though few, aside from those with bows, had their weapons drawn. Their companions had their fingers on the hilts of their swords on their hips. He’d stared down an army. He’d not allow this palty force to stand in his way. His companions would see no harm from their blades or arrows.

      From the avenue behind the grouping, another large contingent approached. Though the bulk were warriors, this party appeared to contain several plain-clothed members as well, though they walked under the concealment of hoods that cast darkened shadows over their faces.

      Ryl let the wind swell around his body. Even after a relatively short period of disuse, a thin layer of dust had formed atop the even stone of the courtyard. A small haze from the rotating gust spread outward as the moments passed. It started as nothing more than a gentle shifting of the fine grains strewn across the cobblestone, though it ramped up as his patience waned. His tunic, weakened from the fall, began to tear at the seams. The taut strands of fabric snapped as the wind ripped shreds free. His shirt was soon tattered, whipping to the side as its strength failed in the growing wind.

      He felt the light of the last rays of the late afternoon sun on his back. His torso was now entirely exposed.

      The determination of the line of soldiers facing him waned as his unnatural skills bloomed before their eyes. To their credit, though several backed a few nervous steps away, the line held true. The high-pitched roar of the wind grew deafening. Along the curved line of the soldiers, many placed their hands protectively over their faces as the wind and dust pelted them from the side.

      From the rear of the line, a single man, one of the hooded figures, surged forward. Ryl readied himself to release the storm that swirled around his body. The hooded newcomer shrieked orders at the soldiers in the line, eagerly pushing through the center of their formation. His cloak billowed out to his side as it was caught by the wind. Though Ryl could only make out the muffled garble of his words over the wind, they, in combination with his animated gestures, pacified the soldiers standing ready to fire.

      One by one they released the tension on their bowstrings, lowering them toward the ground. They retreated several paces, freeing themselves from the onslaught of the unnatural storm. Only the cloaked man remained several steps ahead of his companions.

      He moved a pace forward, raising his arms, palms out toward Ryl in a placating manner.

      Ryl let the intensity of the wind fade, releasing it in a diminished arc over the assembled soldiers. At full power, the blast would have scattered their bodies, sending them tumbling across the stone courtyard. Aside from a necessary release, the force served another purpose.

      The wind ruffled the clothes of the line of soldiers. The final gust focused on the solitary figure standing before the center of the line.

      The hood blew back, revealing his face.
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      For a moment, Andr choked on the words that fought to escape his throat. His eyes were locked on to Cray’s. He struggled to hold back his own emotion as the tears flowed freely from his son’s eyes.

      “My son,” he whispered. His voice was feeble. The confidence that resulted from a lifetime of training and experience with a blade, that had carried him through countless battles, crumbled in the face of a single pleading glance from his boy.

      “Is it true?” Cray stammered, his words rich with emotions, choked out between growing sobs.

      “Yes, Cray,” Andr replied. “I’m sorry for more than I can ever hope to atone for. I know not what you’ve suffered through all these cycles. I swear to you, had I known what she would have done, I’d have taken you and fled. I’d have died protecting you from the monster that she became. That she fed you to.”

      Cray broke eye contact as his lucid gaze reverted to fevered delirium. His pupils dilated and contracted in rapid succession as he fought desperately to make sense of the situation.

      Andr placed his hand on Cray’s head. His brow radiated heat once more. He dabbed at it with the damp cloth, though it too was warm with sweat.

      “I promise there is no force that will keep me from protecting you,” Andr vowed.

      Cray’s vision ran the course of the room again before locking on to Andr’s. There was a depth of emotion swelling inside that he could never hope to understand. If it took him a lifetime, if he had to walk to the ends of the earth again, he would.

      “I’ve hated you for so long.” Cray stumbled through the words. His eyes glazed over as the last sliver of clarity faded under the weight of the fever. His body quaked with chills. Andr had lived through this stage of the sickness before. In the darkness of the Outlands, he’d kept Ryl close to monitor his temperature. He’d fretted over his shallow breathing in the still of the nights when the beasts that stalked them gave momentary pause.

      How long it was that he remained at Cray’s side was anyone’s guess. He’d watched his boy until his fever had broken again and slumber came with peace. At some point he’d fallen asleep, his arms wrapped around his knees.

      His mind had run rampant with questions prior to nodding off. Cray’s last words haunted him.

      Would his son ever forgive him? Would the hatred of him remain a permanent scar?

      His mind had eventually put an end to the speculation. What was to happen would happen. Nothing he could do now could affect the decisions Cray would make.

      Exhausted, both mentally and physically, for once, his sleep was deep. Neither dreams nor thoughts disturbed him. The peaceful silence was a balm. For the first time in cycles, the truth had been revealed. The weight that had smothered him had vanished.

      A gentle tap on his shoulder roused him from sleep. His eyes snapped open; his hand instinctively fell for the sword resting across his lap. Thankfully, his messenger was well prepared for that eventuality.

      Cavlin grinned at him from a meter away. He shrugged his shoulders as he tossed the thin stick in his hand absently to the side.

      “The scouts have returned,” the guard stated matter-of-factly. “Come, the captain awaits.”

      Andr was on his feet in an instant. Though his legs were cramped from being locked in position while he slept, he powered through the soreness and the pins and needles, strapping his sword to his belt as he followed.

      The interior of the chamber for the time being was quiet. A solitary conscripted guard moved stealthily among the recovering bodies, paying close attention to those in the direst of need. Mender Jeffers was at his makeshift desk along the far wall. His arms were crossed over the tome that lay on the table before him. His head rested on the pages as the need for sleep finally took its toll. Sarial slept quietly on a cot only a few meters to his side.

      A few steps ahead, Cavlin strode with slow paces yet showed little sign of hesitance in his steps. Andr marveled at the apparent speed of his recovery since he’d regain control over his faculties. At the moment, the soldier showed no outward signs of injury, though Andr knew he suffered still.

      Andr reached his escort’s side as they stepped out from the interior of the tree. Cavlin paused, inhaling an audible breath. His face scrunched in a wince of pain as the volume of air pushed against the fresh wound across his torso.

      He sighed as he exhaled.

      “I truly think that infernal stench aided my recovery,” he said in seeming jest though his face remained passive. “Though the sentiment will be of little consolation to those who’ve been forced to take the treatments for cycles.”

      Without another word, the guard strode forward. His steps increased in length and speed as they led onward. Andr walked alongside as he approached the firepit in the center of the clearing. Several had already congregated around the small blaze.

      Andr’s glance tracked around the clearing. Darkness had fallen, though the fire’s light illuminated a vast swath of the interior of the ring of trees. Torches illuminated the entrance to each arboreal shelter. Set against the darkened backdrop of the forest, shadows continued to move in a calculated procession as the sentries patrolled the edge of the clearing.

      Though the hour was late, there were signs of motion around the base of each tree. Tributes, some with the aid of guards, lumbered with hesitant steps, or simply lounged against the thick roots of the great trees. Andr was amazed at the rapid healing that many had seemingly undergone. Had Ryl progressed so far before the addition of the remedy that his body was forced to endure the painful duration of its course?

      That would be a discussion for the mender. The return of the scout meant they’d likely have more immediate martial concerns to discuss. Andr could easily make out the shapes of the phrenics among the men gathered near the center of the clearing. Ramm towered over those assembled, the thin frame of Vox standing at his side. The figures of Le’Dral and Millis resolved as Andr neared the gathering.

      Cavlin nodded at the captain before gingerly seating himself on a stump nearer to the fire. He winced as he stretched out his legs, wrapping his left arm protectively over his abdomen.

      Le’Dral greeted the newcomers quickly before nodding to Millis to begin.

      “Let’s get on with this,” the captain said. “We have much to discuss.”

      Andr folded his arms across his chest, and he made himself comfortable for the debriefing.

      “Thank you, Captain,” Millis began. The lieutenant looked weary from a long day of travel. Even in the dark, Andr could see the layer of dirt that soiled his face.

      “I witnessed none of what happened this morning,” Millis began. “The disposition of the army now is at best confusing.”

      The lieutenant ran a hand through the tangled mass of hair atop his head. Living off the land inside The Stocks for over a moon had done little for his hygiene. He took a deep swig from the waterskin in his hand.

      “It’s a strange sight,” Millis announced. “The army has shattered. The vast majority seem to mill around without a plan or leadership. Only a small contingent moves to the south, though their march is sluggish. It appears that great plumes of smoke rise from Cadsae Proper.”

      “Was that the cause of the smoke we saw this morning?” Le’Dral inquired.

      “No, sir.” Millis shook his head. “We arrived after that blaze had burnt itself out. The remains are indistinguishable, yet the guards avoided it like a curse. None move within twenty meters of it.”

      Andr chimed in. He found it difficult to keep the fatherly concern from his voice. His normally stolid emotions were in a state of turmoil far greater than he’d ever experienced.

      “Were there any signs of Ryl or the boy?” he interrupted.

      “There was no indication that they were still among the army, though there was evidence of a struggle,” Millis said with a twinge of remorse. “There were bodies still lying on the ground. Perhaps one hundred or more. The graves are fresh. They tend to a significant number of wounded. It would appear that whatever battle occurred was one-sided, though I have no evidence other than a feeling that he did in fact survive. Their disposition was too fragmented, too morose for a victory to have been lodged.”

      Andr choked down the momentary panic that threatened to crush him.

      “He’s alive,” Ramm grumbled. His voice was accompanied by a wave of authority that demanded belief.

      All eyes turned to the massive phrenic, who merely folded his arms across his chest in response.

      “There is little we can do to explain the occurrence, so I’ll dispense with the attempt,” Vox chimed in for the silent giant standing at his side. “Though we cannot see his presence when he is further than our field of vision, the effect of his death would be noted by all who share the phrenic blood. He and Kaep yet live.”

      Andr nodded his head in agreement.

      “You’ve witnessed what Ryl is capable of,” Andr acknowledged. “Yet I fear for him still.”

      The attention that had been directed to Ramm now swung fully to him.

      “We all know too well that there is a burden wrought for every life that ends by your hands.” Andr sighed. He knew the weight well. The death wails of countless men still echoed in his skull. He wiped his hand over his cheek as the phantom sensation of a hot splash of blood splattered across his face. He had to look at his hand to confirm that it was in fact still clean.

      “Ryl is better equipped than any to handle himself in battle.” Andr sighed as his gaze lowered to the ground. The vision that flashed into his mind was chilling. Ryl lay helpless at his side. His feeble body, that had fought for so long, finally succumbed to the sickness. The look of desperation and fear that clouded the young man’s face was a chilling reminder. “I fear for the army that stands between him and a righteous purpose, though I’m terrified the emotional toll of that volume of death would crush him.”

      There was a pause as those assembled pondered the assessment.

      “And what is Kaep to him?” Le’Dral asked curiously. “Is she a noble cause?”

      Andr looked to the phrenics, who stood only meters away. The flickering light of the fire illuminated their scowls. Their jaws were clenched in frustration. Though their eyes were lost in the shadow of their hoods, he could feel them boring into him.

      “She is family,” Andr replied.
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      The smile that greeted Ryl was disarming. It was infectious.

      “Fay,” Ryl gasped.

      The last puff of wind from his arm wafted past Lord Eligar, ruffling the collar of his shirt. Errant strands of hair floated across his face.

      “To the end of the world and back, it seems,” Lord Eligar replied as he strode forward.

      Ryl marched ahead to meet him, his hand outstretched. Their hands met for an instant before Fay pulled him into a tight embrace. The soldiers of House Eligar relaxed as the tension that had threatened to doom them all vaporized in the salty breeze from the sea to the south.

      “See that this square is secure.” The young Lord Eligar barked the order over his shoulder. The curved line of his troops fell into action without a response. All seemed eager to be removed from the nearly lethal situation.

      Fay took a step back. His eyes made a rapid visual inspection of Ryl, settling for a moment on the intricate designs tattooed on his arms and chest.

      “I’m terribly sorry they almost shot you. There have been a few incidents with the local guards. Your disguises fooled them.” Lord Eligar winced as the severity of the words escaped his lips. “Please tell your friends that they’ll see no harm from us.”

      Fay motioned to Breila and Aelin, who were peeking out from behind the pillar of the gate.

      Ryl nodded as he turned to his companions. His eyes made contact with both as he casually waved them over.

      Breila slid from the back of the horse, tying it to the hitching post of the gatehouse. She helped Aelin down from the mount before walking slowly toward where he stood. Aelin bounded forward. His rather carefree attitude belied the seriousness of the occurrences only moments old. The youngster slid to a stop at Ryl’s side.

      Eligar let a wide grin split his face as he casually took a knee.

      “Hello, my friend,” Fay announced cheerfully. He held out his hand to the young tribute.

      Aelin, smiling, grabbed the proffered hand without hesitation. He gritted his teeth as he squeezed his fingers together. Fay yelped in surprise, wincing in pain. The tribute released his iron grip before the lord begged for mercy. He looked up at Ryl before glancing back at the lord.

      His face was a picture of innocence, though a devilish grin tugged at the corners of his lips.

      Eligar shook his hand out, squeezing it into and out of a fist, ensuring all his digits still worked.

      “I suppose I deserve that on account of the arrows. I’m truly sorry,” Fay pleaded his case. “If I’d have known you were with Ryl, or not dressed as a city guard, I assure you the reception would have been benign.”

      Breila strode up confidently, stopping at Ryl’s opposite side. Lord Eligar’s smile melted into a sly grin that would have melted the heart of most impressionable women.

      It earned him a hearty slap from the wizened madam.

      “Ok. Ok. Enough, please,” Fay begged. “Have I formally made acquaintance with all of your friends? Has the penance for my men firing arrows at you been paid in full?”

      “I’ll be satisfied if that smirk never again crosses your face in my presence,” Breila huffed as she folded her arms across her chest.

      At his other side, Aelin smirked as he nodded his head. Ryl snorted as he suppressed the laughter.

      “On behalf of my friends, I accept.” Ryl grinned. “Breila, Aelin, this is Fay Eligar, Lord of House Eligar.”

      Aelin, for all his stubborn indignities, tensed as Ryl made his introduction. Whether it was a conditioned fear of the higher echelons of power or an ingrained subservience that those without are inclined to feel to those with excess, he was unsure. The youngster pressed close to his left side.

      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintances.” Fay genuflected, the image of proper court grace. “Now let us carry on this conversation indoors. This ghost town still has far too many eyes for my liking.”

      Ryl couldn’t agree with the statement more. Though the oppressive hatred was largely absent, he could feel the appraising eyes judging him wherever he travelled.

      With a wave of his arm, Fay led them toward the edge of a small cafe set to the southern side of the square. Large fragrant floral arrangements hung from planters on either side of the entrance. A myriad of vibrant reds, fuchsia and purples contrasted against the white that dominated the center of each bloom. The flowers looked almost as if they had been colorless before being dipped into brilliant dyes and hung out to dry.

      A small contingent of Lord Eligar’s troops, likely his personal guard, followed several meters behind. All were cloaked much like Andr had been at Ryl’s Harvest, though the deep forest greens that signified his house were reduced to an uninspiring drab grey. Though all were similarly dressed, one figure among them stood out from the rest. The soldiers moved with a feline grace. Their footsteps were muted as they stalked after the small party.

      In stark contrast, the other shuffled his feet as he walked. His clumsy steps slapped with every footfall. He made no attempt to hide his limp. Though he carried a short sword strapped to his left hip, Ryl doubted if it was there for more than show. The experienced soldiers pivoted their heads side to side. Their motions, to all appearances, were slight and nonchalant. He knew their eyes maintained a careful survey of the surroundings, keen for any sign of danger. The other’s gaze remained focused. Though his eyes were hidden, Ryl could feel them bore into him.

      The cheerful aromas of the decorative flowers hanging outside the door were lost immediately upon entering the small cafe. The sudden waft of the fragrant scents of cooking meat made his stomach rumble. Aelin sighed audibly as he wrapped his arms around his midsection to muffle the growl.

      Lord Eligar looked over his shoulder, chuckling as he continued into the building.

      The room they entered was dark, though several small lanterns graced each of the walls. The low light was more than enough to confirm that the room was devoid of other guests.

      There were a half dozen tables staggered purposefully across a narrow dining room. A large hearth was built into the wall to their left. A bar dominated the wall to their right. Behind them, two sets of windows made up the balance of the exterior wall to the left of the doorway. Their horizontal shutters blotted out the clear glass, allowing only staggered streams of light in through the openings between the slats. The low angle of the final rays of the late day sun cast parallel lines of amber light across the walls. Fay motioned the party to a quaint circular table along the rear wall.

      Two guards and the third cloaked individual entered the room behind them. The group stopped, fanning out on either side of the door.

      “Sit, please,” Fay offered. “You must be starving. I’ll have food brought out with haste.”

      With quickened steps, Fay hastened toward the wall to the west. His calculating eyes roved the modest bar as he passed. He disappeared into the open door leading to the kitchen.

      Aelin looked skeptically at Ryl.

      “Fear not, my friend,” he admitted as he placed his pack on the chair against the wall. “I trust Fay with my life. He was my sponsor, after all. He is the reason I’ve walked free from the moment I exited the gates. How is the food?”

      Ryl looked questioningly at Breila. He unhooked the custom holster, hanging the masterwork of the late Deyalou over the back of the chair. It only took a moment to don his original shirt. He felt the sudden thrill, the jolt of energy that rushed through him as he slipped the cloak over his arms.

      “The food here is of very good quality, though not exquisite,” she offered quietly. “The owner is a kind man, by all accounts, though I’ve met him only in passing.”

      Ryl nodded as he completed securing the holster and the Leaves to his back. Aelin plopped his weakened frame unceremoniously into the chair to Ryl’s right.

      “Exquisite fare attracts those with pretentious tastes,” came the voice from the kitchen. “I’m afraid I’ve no patience for that amount of self-importance.”

      A middle-aged man moved confidently from the kitchen. His voice was kind, spoken in a singsong manner that longed for storytelling. Lord Eligar exited the kitchen a step behind though his course veered to the back of the modest bar.

      “Present company excluded, of course, my lord.” He waved and twisted at the waist, performing a mock attempt at a proper bow. The man had an uncommonly jovial look upon his face. The expression was natural to a fault. It was one that spread cheer while speaking nothing but truth, even when the brutal honesty hurt. Fay grinned as he collected four glasses before returning to the table.

      “The name’s Ekard. I welcome you to my humble cafe.” He smiled ear to ear as he greeted his guests. His eyes focused on Breila for a moment. A spark of recognition seemed to flare in their depths. “The assessment about the food, I admit, is delightfully accurate. It pretends to be nothing it’s not. I’m afraid I haven’t prepared much with the current climate of the city, but when the gracious Lord Eligar comes calling, one can hardly say no. Do I need to feed the whole of your house or just this lot?”

      Fay deposited the glasses around the table before stalking back to the bar. He grabbed a pitcher of water and a bottle of wine before returning to the table once again.

      “Just us, Ekard.” Fay thanked him. “And as always, I judge there is less time to spare than we desire.”

      Ryl nodded as his eyes met with Fay’s. The lord cracked a small forced smile. There was genuine longing there. An apparent absence of meaningful friendship that came with someone of his station.

      “Aye, Fay,” Ekard agreed as he hastened back toward his kitchen.

      Fay commenced with serving, pouring Aelin a glass of water before serving wine to Breila and then Ryl. He poured a healthy glass for himself before sliding comfortably into the open chair to Ryl’s left. He commenced immediately with the ritual of swirling the precious liquid in his glass, sniffing heavily of the aromas before wetting his lips with the first sip.

      “Fate has an interesting way of seeing us reunited, my friend,” Fay admitted. “Just as I haven’t enjoyed the cooking and company of Ekard in cycles, until I found myself on his doorstep this afternoon. I hoped to see you, yet never thought it would be this soon.”

      “Aye, Fay,” Ryl responded. “You risk too much for us. Your presence will be seen as an act of war.”

      Lord Eligar gazed into his glass for a long moment before responding.

      “You can imagine my surprise when I received your missive,” Fay said. “Words cannot describe the joy I felt. We sent you on a fool’s mission. We pulled you from one unthinkable life, forcing you into the next without a moment’s rest between.”

      Lord Eligar’s eyes rose from his glass, travelling quickly toward the door. They hesitated for a moment there before returning to the swirling velvet red liquid in his glass. Ryl risked a casual glance in the same direction, investigating the focus of Fay’s distraction.

      The peculiar, hooded man stood awkwardly to the side of the entrance. He fidgeted side to side as he fought to assume a comfortable position. The pair of soldiers he had entered with stood motionless. Statuesque.

      “Think nothing of my troubles,” Fay added, breaking Ryl’s focus on the stranger. “It is the assistance you needed, whether you asked for it or not. I stand to risk but little. War has already reached my doorstep. The raids on the homesteads bordering the other houses have been increasing by the day. Outlying villages have been ransacked; the settlers murdered. They no longer attempt to disguise their aggression. War is already upon us.”

      “But you leave your home unguarded?” Ryl added.

      “Fear not for my lands, as there are an ample number of soldiers yet manning the defenses,” Fay lamented. “I only wish that I could have mustered a larger force. We are barely three thousand strong.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to respond, yet the words stopped before they exited his lips.

      “The army of the king marches on Cadsae Proper,” Fay reported somberly. “The king has grown increasingly paranoid. Rumors spread of discontent. Of rebellion. They bring the entirety of their force to bear. The other houses have all followed suit. Some are several days, others several weeks behind, yet they come with haste. So, you see, there are none left to molest my home. Royal decrees were sent out in secrecy, yet nothing remains hidden forever. Though the coming of this information can be attriuted to the most peculiar of messengers.”

      Fay smiled as his eyes roved the room absently. The thoughts that temporarily overtook his mind caused a smile to form upon his lips. He laughed to himself, taking a heavy draught of the wine before continuing.

      “You did well to choose the messenger to bear your letter,” Eligar acknowledged. “Seems his knack for subterfuge was underestimated by those who meant him harm.”

      Ryl shot a worried glance toward the lord. They understood that Cade would be in unique danger, yet the assurances of Aldren, his father, were concrete.

      “He arrived unscathed. He is a remarkable young man. You did well to entrust him with such a sensitive letter. He tells a rather unbelievable story,” Fay added, though he failed to expound further on the details. “I understand that his father makes his way to him now. I’ll let the boy deliver the fortuitous news when he arrives.”

      Ekard plodded out of the kitchen with a tray of plates. Steam wafted up in a pale trail of aromas that followed as he walked.

      “I’ve granted them land and a title,” Fay added as he eagerly eyed the approaching food. “They are to have a long-standing position of influence within my house. It’s not often that I come across those I can trust, and trust completely. Andr was a rare specimen. I look forward to the day that I can shake his hand again, though he has made me considerably less rich having survived the ordeal.”

      Ekard interrupted the conversation as he carefully placed the first of the heavily laden plates on the table in front of Breila. He served Lord Eligar next before returning to the tray for dishes for Aelin and Ryl. The young tribute dove in with the appetite and manners of a starved wolf. Fay chuckled as he watched the boy devour the food in front of him.

      “It doesn’t seem so long ago,” he said as his eyes wandered to Ryl. “It harkens memories of you during our first meal.”

      Aelin stopped mid bite as the embarrassment washed over him. He raised his head, looking sheepishly at his companions.

      “Never fear. I’ll not tell Sarial,” Ryl whispered, patting the youngster on the back. Aelin grinned as he dove in again, this time with slightly improved manners.

      “Your hospitality precedes you, as always, Lord Eligar,” he added. “Your kindness can never truly be repaid.”

      “Yet I will neither demand nor accept payment from you,” Fay replied with a sternness to his voice that broached no question. “Now eat. I can see it in your eyes that our meeting will again be brief.”

      Ryl smiled a halfhearted grin as he nodded his head. Fay, though expecting the response, failed to hide his reactions. Ryl watched as the hint of remorse flashed across his face. It was quickly hidden behind a raised glass of wine.

      For a moment, the conversation grew light as the consumption of the hearty food required attention. Ekard had served a dish piled high of braised meats smothered in a delightfully tangy, thin sauce. Ryl cautioned the young tribute at his side, though he himself ate quickly.

      There was still much to be discussed with Lord Eligar. His arrival had been a fortuitous surprise. The addition of his troops was a boon to their hopes for survival, yet the weight of the responsibility leaned heavily on him. He was sure the Erlyn could provide for the tributes and the meager host of soldiers that had accompanied them. They needed to buy a few weeks at most.

      How would they feed an army?

      He feared he had little time to concern himself with logistics.

      Though he ate, he found it hard to concentrate on the conversation or truly enjoy the food at hand. Ryl scanned repeatedly with his mindsight. Though the image failed to illuminate anything of interest, he couldn’t help but feel he was close. The nagging sensation that he was being drawn in, led to follow a target just out of reach, was as alluring as it was worrisome. Whether he could sense the presence of Kaep, or whether his mind imagined it, he was unclear. At a distance, all seemed clouded with a layer of darkness.

      “What is it you seek here in the city proper?” Fay inquired. The clinking of the silverware on his plate rang out through the empty room. “From what I’d heard, you’ve moved the tributes into the depths of The Stocks.”

      “Aye, and there they remain,” Ryl added. “The army pursued us to the end. To the border of the woods. The Lei Guard came at night. One of ours was taken. It is her I seek.”

      Fay whistled through his teeth.

      “Her?” Far grinned. “Who is she?”

      Ryl suppressed a twinge of annoyance at the insinuation. He worked to let the reaction not show across his face.

      “She is one of those Andr and I were sent to seek in the Outlands,” he explained. “She is a friend. She is a phrenic.”

      There was a shuffle of feet and a rustling of fabric as the peculiar figure from the door removed his hood, scurrying toward the table. Ryl’s hand shifted to the Leaves, yet the calm demeanor of Fay stilled his reaction.

      “A phrenic? A phrenic from the Outlands is here?” The hoarse voice accentuated the aged features of the man who approached. His hair was a mass of disheveled, curly grey locks that appeared not to have been tended in cycles. His face was covered with a smattering of patches of wiry white stubble, some far longer than the others, doing little to discourage his wild appearance.

      Fay rose to his feet as the man approached.

      “Ryl, let me introduce you to your true benefactor,” Fay interjected. “Meet Old Man Averine.”

      The uncertain posture and aloofness of the cloaked figure made sense to Ryl as the old man padded closer to the table. His focused gaze was locked squarely on Ryl as he approached. Ryl had felt the eyes on him. He doubted that the gaze had been averted since they first saw him.

      It was without a doubt a disconcerting feeling. One that Ryl had grown to begrudgingly accept over the long cycles. They ran the gamut of baleful looks that ranged somewhere between apathy and hatred from the guards. The citizens of Vim looked upon him with either simple acceptance or wide-eyed stares of awe and reverence.

      None made him feel comfortable, yet acceptance of them was a necessary evil. They unfortunately could not be controlled.

      “There are other phrenics here? In Damaris?” Old Man Averine’s excitement was poorly concealed. His body trembled with emotion.

      Ryl cast a rapid glance to his side, meeting eyes with Fay. The lord wore a broad smile. He nodded subtly, silent acknowledgment that there was nothing to fear.

      “Aye. There are more. Phrenics once again walk openly in Damaris,” Ryl acknowledged.

      Averine grabbed the back of a chair at the closest table, dragging it with him as he approached. The wooden legs scraped as they skipped across the floorboards. Without asking, he wedged the chair between Ryl and Aelin to his side. The confused young tribute graciously moved aside as the newcomer joined the party at the table.

      “I can see from your markings that you too have joined the brethren,” he mumbled to himself. His hands fell upon Ryl’s right arm without consent. “The tattoos cannot lie. A masterwork.”

      Lord Eligar cleared his throat from Ryl’s opposite side. The attention snapped the enamored man from his investigation. Breila merely watched the scene with unveiled surprise and shock. Aelin, for his part, tried his best to contain his abject amusement at the absurdity of the actions.

      Old Man Averine’s eyes were apologetic as they returned to Ryl’s face.

      “The prophecy of the seer Lupl has withstood the testament of time,” he announced as his voice choked with emotion.

      Moisture swelled in the corners of his eyes.

      “The catalyst has returned.”

      The old man buried his face in his hands and wept.
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      It was several long moments before Averine regained enough control of his faculties to entertain conversation. He looked suspiciously at Aelin and Breila, leaning closer toward Ryl and Lord Eligar as he spoke.

      “There is much I need to tell you in the assuredly abbreviated time we have together,” he cautioned. “I know the loyalties of you and our young lord. Your friends are strangers to me.”

      Ryl raised his hand, stopping the elderly man before he continued.

      “The boy beside you is a tribute, like me. The woman I trust with my life,” Ryl stated emphatically. “I assure you, your words risk nothing in their presence.”

      Averine pondered the statement for a moment, casting his appraising look between Ryl and his companions. He turned his head to Aelin, his wild look reverting into one of genuine concern and compassion.

      “My boy, though my words will likely mean nothing to one who has suffered the cruel twist as you have, know that I am truly sorry.” Averine teetered on the verge of tears once more. He placed his hand tenderly on Aelin’s shoulder. “We have failed you. We were not strong enough, not wise enough to save you. We have done all we could from the shadows. I’m afraid nearly all went unnoticed.”

      Aelin was speechless. His eyes appraised the elderly man before him. Ryl watched as his hands balled into and out of fists. He knew the battle that was raging in his mind—it was one he had suffered through on countless occasions before the cold acceptance numbed the pain.

      “It is I who need to thank you,” Ryl announced, breaking the moment between elder and tribute. “If it weren’t for you, I would languish in a processing facility to this day. Yet I still don’t understand how you found me. How did you know what I was to become?”

      The expression on Averine’s face, moments ago a picture of remorse and sadness, morphed as he turned his head again to Ryl. The grin threatened to split his face in two. He seemed to beam with joy and pride.

      “To understand that, you must know who we are. What we have worked for generations to achieve,” he continued. “To call us an organization would categorize us in a dangerous way. We are a movement with no structure, no name. There is no hierarchy to breed jealousy or contempt. We have remained as nothing more than the whisper of discontent since the inception of the Ascertaining Decree. We have watched silently, helping from the shadows when we can.”

      He leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest as he carried on with his explanation. Ryl found himself listening with rapt attention, though he knew time was short. The streams of light from the fading sunlight had vanished, giving way to the comforting disguise of darkness. He needed to find Kaep. The darkness of the night would be his aid.

      “From parents to siblings, we have passed on our silent legacy,” Averine carried on without pause. “I was steeped in the phrenic lore from the time I was but a boy, as was my father and his before. The name was kept alive in the strictest of confidence.”

      Ryl took a minute to digest the information that was relayed, though questions remained.

      “How have you kept track of the tributes?” Ryl quizzed. “How could you have known when the catalyst would come?”

      “There is a simplicity in the plan, yet the initial sacrifices were great.” Averine shook his head sadly. “There were those who sacrificed themselves. They discarded their morals, their families for the promise of hope. Though it may be generations beyond when the world would remember their name or deed. Their sin, their pledge of fealty to the king, cost them the freedom of their lives, though they would be proud to know it has saved yours.”

      Averine leaned forward, placing his bony elbows on the table. He rubbed his hands together idly.

      “So you see, the monarchical indifference that has plagued this kingdom has blindly rewarded generations based on a solitary, feigned act of fealty,” Averine said. “The blessing has allowed single families to pass positions of power from father to son for generations. Though some have waned over the cycles, we’ve managed to hold more than we could have ever expected. In the times of Taben, in the days before the Battle of the Erlyn Woods, we were scholars. We were educators. We were apprentices to the phrenic masters of the day. We failed them when they pleaded for assistance. Many now are still menders. Several hold positions of knowledge among the Deliverance.”

      He reached for Ryl’s glass of wine, which rested untouched on the table. Averine brought it to his lips, taking a healthy sip before resuming his tale.

      “We have monitored the test results of tributes for ages,” he continued. “The test results, stripped of human details, have kept us from losing our grip on sanity as countless were sentenced to a life worse than death at the complacency of our hands. We have watched the children torn from their families. We’ve kept a discreet eye on them from the mighty palisades. We know of their final destinations at one of the three devious processing facilities.”

      Averine cackled. It was a shrill note that was as unexpected as it was startling.

      “Rumor has reached my ears that the processing facility at Martrion has burned. That the tributes have been moved. Only two remain now.” The old man let his eyes settled on Ryl, fixing him with a pointed stare. “We have waited, watching for the signs of active alexen. We have been waiting. Waiting for so long. Waiting for you, Ryl.”

      Ryl couldn’t help the agonizing anger that threatened to bubble up inside. The sheer indifference had destroyed the lives of thousands of children. Ripped countless families apart, divulging the true abhorrent greed of some, expounding on the utter grief and misery of others. He felt the alexen in his blood race through his veins, though the fire of anger was markedly absent.

      The sensation that coursed through him was as confusing as it was overwhelming. It was grief. It was agony. It was understanding.

      Lives had been lost. Lives had been sacrificed.

      All for a time when the one with active alexen would be discovered.

      The weight of the decision crushed down on him. It smothered him under the misery of thousands. The suffering, the pain and deaths of every one were his to bear.

      His shoulders slumped as his head drooped forward.

      The blood in his veins churned with agitation. This time a single emotion was forced to the forefront.

      It was acceptance.

      The alexen understood the sacrifices that were made to prevent the complete annihilation of their brethren. The agonizing weight of the decision had been theirs. They worked to remove the guilt. To absolve the blame from Ryl.

      His eyes lit with a determined fire.

      He stood abruptly. His chair skidded backward before toppling.

      The blood in his veins rushed with the fire and heat that permeated every fiber of his body.

      He met the eyes of Averine still seated at the table. The old man’s body shook with excitement pent up for ages.

      “The decisions they made were unenviable. They placed the life of one above all others,” Ryl groaned. “I refuse to willingly sacrifice another. Kaep is still out there.”

      The fire cooled as his eyes met with the remainder of his companions seated around the table.

      “Fay, Breila, Averine,” he whispered, “I thank each of you for the sacrifices you’ve made on my behalf. If it weren’t for you, I’d likely be dead or still enslaved.”

      Fay rose to his feet, placing an arm on Ryl’s shoulder.

      “Our assistance is far from over, my friend,” Lord Eligar professed. “My army is here at your disposal. What will you have us do?”

      Ryl thought momentarily before responding.

      “The East Ward still burns,” he growled. “I fear the entire district will be consumed by the fires of their hatred. Pockets of Maklan’s guards remain unrestrained. They are small yet murder with impunity. Put an end to them.”

      “We’ve run down several patrols to this point,” Fay acknowledged. “Though others have likely holed up. Ready to strike from the shadows.”

      “Your men will need to use caution,” Ryl explained. “The city will be lost. It’s only a matter of time before the king’s army and the army of the houses arrive. We must hold the Pining Gates and the palisade when they arrive. Their numbers will amount for little. It will take but a few to hold the gate against the larger force.”

      A nagging worry crept into Ryl’s mind as his thoughts turned to the logistics of housing an army of that size.

      “How long will your provisions last?” Ryl quizzed.

      Fay smiled at the comment. “We have less than two moons’ rations aboard the ships, much of which has been off-loaded already,” Fay answered, though his grin illustrated more was yet to come. “Conveniently enough, the bulk of the crops hauled from The Stocks over the last moon still lie in storage at the port. We’ve already begun transferring it back into wagons. It’ll give us a few more moons, though it won’t last indefinitely.”

      Ryl couldn’t help but mirror Lord Eligar’s smile.

      “That will be more than enough, Fay,” Ryl admitted. “We don’t aim to remain forever. Once the tributes have recovered, we aim to abandon The Stocks. If we need to remain longer, never forget whose hands it has been who’ve tilled the soil inside those walls for ages. We know the land better than any. We aim to leave Damaris. There is a home for the phrenics away from the perpetual servitude that has plagued them here. Once you step foot inside those walls, there may be no returning home for you or your men.”

      Fay nodded his head in agreement. His smile was pained, yet his face resolute.

      “It is a risk I understand, that my men understand,” Fay acknowledged. “They believe in the hope that you’ve instilled. They’ve seen return possible.”

      “It’s a nagging feeling, yet I believe the situation will come to a head sooner rather than later,” Ryl said. “The king is here. He’s ordered the might of the kingdom to this small corner of the known world. For what purpose? Troops were likely on the move before we disrupted the Harvest. There is a darkness stirring in the Outlands the likes of which hasn’t been seen since the time of Taben. I’ve seen it firsthand. I can feel it still.”

      There was a gasp from those seated around the table.

      “Fay, see to your men,” Ryl ordered. “Make them ready. They must fall back to the safety of The Stocks when ordered. Leave a contingent to guard the bridge. I want nothing to leave that garrison, to cross that bridge without notice.”

      “Aye. I have a plan for that structure.” Fay grinned.

      Ryl clapped the young lord on the shoulder, giving him a gentle squeeze.

      “Breila, may I ask another favor of you?” Ryl inquired. “We’ve travelled with you this far, would you have room to house my young friend here for the night? I need to have a closer look at the garrison. Alone.”

      The madam chuckled as she rose.

      “Of course, Ryl,” she said. “It’s rare I have the opportunity to entertain any at my home, and there is more than enough space. Lord Eligar, your retinue are welcome as well.”

      “I thank you kindly,” Fay said, offering a shallow bow. “Though I doubt your neighbors would think kindly of one of your station hosting members of an invading army.”

      “My lord.” The voice carried from the side of the room where the bar stood. Ekard leaned against the polished wooden railings of the bar, a mug in hand.

      “Take my carriage,” he offered. “I’ll not need it. It’s the least I can do to help.”

      Fay bowed again, this time to his friend.

      “As always, your hospitality leaves me in awe, my friend,” he said.

      With the impromptu meal and meeting adjourned, the party filed back out toward the square. Aelin walked beside Breila, with wiry Old Man Averine at their heels.

      Ryl crossed the small room, shaking hands with Ekard, finding his own enveloped by the warm, sturdy grasp of his host.

      “Take care, young man,” he whispered. “It’s long past time someone stood up. We have all been too weak to raise our voices.”

      Ryl smiled as he nodded. The reverence and the thanks were grating, though he understood the sentiment. The population had been subjugated for so long, even the mere thought to question had been bred out over generations.

      Fay was the last to thank their host. Ryl saw the flash of silver as their hands met.

      “This is far too much for the services I’ve rendered,” Ekard complained as he tried adamantly to reject the sum. Fay’s persistence won out in the end. The barkeep begrudgingly pocketed the coins.

      Fay followed a step behind, so Ryl noted when he paused abruptly in the threshold of the door. He turned his head as the metallic ring of a coin sounded as Fay flicked a final coin toward Ekard before exiting.

      Gold shimmered in the air as the door shut behind them.

      Darkness had fully descended as they made way from the cafe to the carriage that had been pulled up in front of the building. There was a crisp tang to the night air, a potent saltiness that carried on the wind.

      Fay stepped to the side, engaging in a rapid discussion with several officers of his modest army. Breila opened the door to the carriage, ushering Aelin ahead. The young tribute yawned as he clambored into the wagon. The madam held a brief conversation with the driver, her hand pointing toward the west. Toward her home.

      Ryl paused as the cold grasp of fingers closed around his forearm. He turned his head, greeting Old Man Averine’s unusually lucid stare.

      “I understand the plight that is yours to bear,” he whispered, his face close to Ryl’s. “Though I can do little to ease the burden, know that I believe in you. I follow generations of those who have seen your success night by night in their dreams.”

      Ryl’s look was curious. The old man was an anomaly to him. The compassion, the dedication had survived successive generations without faltering. They had maintained their silent vigil in the hopes that the catalyst would return.

      That he would free the tributes from their seemingly endless toil.

      “I’ve watched you from afar since you were a boy,” he continued. “Whether it was on paper or in person. They never understood your true worth. They could never understand the hope that you’ve brought to an old man like me. To the nameless who’ve worked silently awaiting your arrival.”

      Ryl was speechless. He watched as the tears formed in the corners of Averine’s eyes.

      “You have brought hope to an old man who had nearly given up on the concept,” he whispered. “You’ve made us proud. There is nothing I’ve heard from Lord Eligar or from eyewitness reports of your actions that would make me believe otherwise.”

      His tearful gaze focused on Ryl with a moment of resolution.

      “Do not let that hope die,” Averine warned. “No matter how dark things become. We will always believe in you. Whether you believe it yourself. The kingdom is ready for the change that you will bring.”

      Without another word, Old Man Averine turned and wandered away toward the center of the square. He ran his hand along the back of Lord Eligar as he passed. Fay paused, casting a side eye at the wandering senior. Averine hummed to himself as he strolled across the square. The stubborn old man shooed off any assistance as he sauntered onward, disappearing into the darkness of the avenue leading to the east. With a nod from Fay, a pair of guards separated from their party, hastening after the retreating shadow of the ancient watcher.

      Ryl’s eyes followed the pair until the escort for Old Man Averine had disappeared into the darkness of the avenue, before ascending the step to the carriage. The crude wooden shocks squeaked wildly as he added his weight to the modest wagon. He took in one last view of the city that surrounded him before entering.

      To the east, the lights of the seemingly abandoned city still flickered in the newly arrived darkness. A halo of orange light pulsed over the tops of the buildings in the distance. The swirling breeze from the sea brought the occasional hint of the smoke. There were moments that he could have sworn he heard screams carried by the wind, yet he attributed many to his rampaging imagination.

      To the west the image was more scattered. The mansions were spread out. Their sprawling complexes nestled comfortably upon large tracts of land. Their palatial grounds shone like giant beacons in the night. The lights illuminated structures of a grander scale than even Vim itself. The inhabitants of the hidden city, however, would have likely scoffed at the gross indulgence and complete lack of function of their design. The vast green spaces that existed between the homesteads and the main road were dark. Gardens, mazes and recreational areas were dotted by scattered lights. Small pinpoints, minor glowing orbs, highlighted the roving guards who chose to accentuate their paths across the vast swaths of land.

      The Kingsway itself was dim, lit only by the occasional lantern that dotted the wide cobblestone lane.

      In the distance to the west, the lights of the far-off garrison burned. The last fortification of human expansion twinkled in the darkness.

      Ryl swung himself into the carriage, careful to avoid disrupting the comfort of its inhabitants.

      The interior of the wagon was divided into two seats, one to the front and one to the rear of the carriage. Nestled along the rear seat, Breila lounged comfortably. The young tribute was already asleep, curled into a position smaller than Ryl could imagine possible, his head resting upon Breila’s lap. The madam hummed softly as she stroked the mop of shaggy, wild hair atop his head.

      Ryl seated himself on the bench across from the pair. He’d settled into the cushion of his seat for a moment before she raised her eyes to his. The smile was one that he’d never witnessed from the elder woman before. Though he’d only known her for a short period of time, they were bound by common trust of Andr. They were indebted to each other by varying degrees of support. Her gaze lingered on him for a moment. A small smile tugged up on her lips before her eyes returned to the peacefully sleeping boy.

      Ryl was reminded for a moment how truly young Aelin was. How young all the tributes were.

      The bulk of those housed between the cold stone walls of the palisades were nothing more than children. Though they’d matured at the hands of their wicked keepers, they were adolescent at best.

      Ryl leaned his head back against the wooden wall of the carriage. He sighed as the thoughts took over his mind. He chided himself for the time wasted during the meal and meeting, yet he understood the need for pause. He and Aelin had pushed without rest, with only scraps for food. They were famished and exhausted. In turn, Ryl welcomed the darkness that had fallen.

      The wagon groaned as Fay leapt aboard the small carriage.

      “Let’s bring the lady home,” his authoritative voice ordered.

      Lord Eligar swung inside the carriage with one fluid motion, finding his seat next to Ryl as the horses jolted forward.

      Fay’s gaze travelled the occupants of the carriage, landing finally on Ryl. The lord smiled as he patted him on the shoulder, his face stretching into a wide smile.

      “Rest, my friend,” he whispered. “The road ahead is assuredly long. I’ll not bother you for trivial details.”

      Ryl nodded as he closed his eyes.

      The sentiment was a welcome one. Ryl scanned the area surrounding with his mindsight, confirming the standard monotony of the scene. Though to the west beyond his vision, he could feel a troubling anomaly, nothing in the vicinity was amiss. The road to Breila’s estate was clear.

      His path further to the west was uncertain.

      Though he couldn’t yet see them, he could feel their presence tingling at the periphery of his senses.

      The king was there.

      Elias was there.

      Kaep was there.

      He was coming.
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      Kaep’s knees buckled at the force of the blow against the backs of her legs. She crashed to the ground, the impact sending sharp jolts of pain through her bones.

      The interior of the garrison was plain. Constructed from the same drab stones that made the palisades, it was awash with varying shades of grey. Elias had dragged her through the foyer to the chamber that was directly beyond. Here the walls opened into an amphitheater of sorts. Several rows of benches descended into the ground; the focal point centered on a narrow stage below. She pondered the similarities to the grand auditorium of Vim, though they were few. The differences were stark.

      Compared to the orate artistic construction of her home city, the entirety of the garrison, the auditorium included, was pedantic. There was no flair for design, no touch of creativity. All the constructs were cold and lifeless. Sterile. They had been built for the sole purpose of function. All else had been neglected.

      She shuddered at the chill that seemingly seeped from the room itself.

      The focal point of the meeting hall in Vim was the massive statue of Taben the Defender. His position was larger than life. The enormity of his deeds dwarfed the statues constructed there and other places in his honor. The focus here in the garrison was nonetheless potent.

      A line of seven black-cloaked Lei Guard stood like statues, evenly spaced along the rear wall. The throne centered before them was imposing, though it was as plain as the stones that made up the garrison. The sturdy wooden timbers were painted solid black. Set atop the throne, lounging in finery that reflected glints of light as the jewel-adorned fabric sparkled in the low light, was a man who needed no introduction. Blackness oozed from the Lei Guard at his rear, coating the floor around him in shadow.

      King Lunek the Third.

      “This is not the return I had been expecting,” the king grumbled, turning his head to the side, casting a quick, puzzling glance over his shoulder at the Lei Guard.

      “So few, yet more than enough. You’ve returned with a worthy prize.” He chuckled to himself. His eyes roved over Kaep’s body with an inquisitive hunger that turned her stomach. A glimmer of recognition seemed to flash in his eyes, though it faded as quickly as it had come.

      “Tell me, my dear,” the king grumbled, “what of the others? What of the tribute come back to life?”

      Kaep glared at the king. She struggled against the bonds that held her wrists. The ropes had dug into her skin. She could feel the trickle of warm blood ooze from her skin. The icy grip of Elias standing by her side pinched on her right arm. He pulled up, a single violent jerk, arresting her struggling hands.

      The king rose to his feet. He stepped forward, stopping as he squinted his eyes, scouring her frame with his look.

      “Your silence is admirable. Yet pointless,” the king whispered, though the power of his gravelly voice filled the room. “I care not for the tributes. They will be rounded up, or they will perish. Either way, there will be more.”

      He paced slowly to the side.

      “The lords will wait. The price they pay will increase. They will squabble. Some will die, yet you are my salvation,” he admitted. “In your blood I will achieve life eternal. You are a phrenic. A long-lost relic of a time when your superiority sought to command the kingdom. Your blood has never been tainted by the treatments, allowed to flourish hidden in the depths of the wilds.”

      The king crossed back toward his throne, stalking along the line of the Lei Guard.

      “Think that I have not heard the whispers of prophecy,” he hissed as if the word itself was a curse. “Think you that I have not noticed the open contempt for my law. The discourse spreads among the people like a plague. They whisper of hope. It will be crushed by a wave of blackness.”

      The king’s voice escalated as he finished his dissertation. His final words struck with a faint wave of inky blackness. It was awash with hatred, hopelessness, and fear.

      Though she shrugged off the feeble attack with little effort, her mouth cracked open in astonished, disgusted surprise.

      “Your powers are pitiful,” she cursed. “You are a monster.”

      The king’s eyes went wide. His body trembled with anger.

      The coating of blackness that covered the floor lurched forward with the emotion. The crippling power of the sensations was daunting. She doubled over at the waist. Elias’s viselike grip was all that held her body up from the floor.

      The assault of emotions hammered into her. Her eyes welled with tears.

      The crushing pain of loss.

      A bottomless feeling of betrayal.

      The blistering hatred, raw and seething.

      A chilling black void of hopelessness.

      Her senses screamed for mercy as the tears streamed down her face.

      Through vision clouded with moisture, she glared at the king. His face was scrunched into a heinous scowl of concentration as he attempted to force his will, exert his force over her. His attack was impotent. Her agonized gaze settled on the Lei Guard standing in the center over the king’s right shoulder. He had separated himself from the solid line of his peers by a step. The figure was a few hands shorter than the others. Even buried in the black folds of its cloak, the telltale hunch of age was unmistakable.

      The power that coursed from his being was unrelenting.

      It was ancient.

      The alexen in her blood screamed in rage.

      She gasped in horror as his identity dawned on her.

      The phrenics of old had been betrayed by one. He represented the original sin that brought the proud order to the very brink of extinction.

      He was the butcher of his own people. His own kin.

      “Leiroth,” she gasped.

      The Lei Guard glided forward without a sound. With every step forward, the agonizing emotion that hammered her body swelled. He stopped alongside the king, extending his hand to his liege. In his palm was a small glass vial. A thick, viscous black liquid sloshed inside.

      “Her presence lures another. A prize far greater,” his voice hissed. There was a disturbing familiarity in its tone. “Make her ready. It is time.”
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      Ryl had closed his eyes for what he’d intended to be nothing more than a long blink. The rhythmic bumping of the large wheels across the cobblestone street had ceased as he stirred from the slumber that had overtaken him. The sounds of familiar voices from outside the wagon assured him that his respite had not been long.

      Though the tendrils of sleep clung tightly to his consciousness, he found his footing easily, slipping from the carriage without a sound. The rest, though abbreviated, had done his body wonders. The heaviness from the rich meal had burned off, leaving his body energized from the nourishment. He felt refreshed as if he’d managed a complete night of uninterrupted slumber.

      Undisturbed sleep had been elusive to Ryl since his imprisonment within The Stocks. Terrors routinely plagued him at night. Neither remedies nor potions worked to rid him of them for long. He’d resolved to find rest in short spurts, therefore alleviating the rigors and temptation of the more potent terrors that frequented deeper sleep.

      Ryl found himself in a vast courtyard, though the area was poorly lit for its size. Likely by design, heavy shadows permeated the area, casting large swaths in the deep cover of night. He squinted his eyes into the dark. There, set against the violet of the night sky, darker shadows lurked in the gloom.

      For a moment, he panicked, reaching for the Leaves strapped to his lower back. He stopped as his senses and wisdom took control over the conditioned reaction. His mindsight flashed into view unbeckoned.

      There were no shadowed wisps of black lurking in the darkness that surrounded him. Only the calming yellow glow of young Aelin was shown in his vision.

      He could almost sense Kaep at the periphery of his vision. There was a hit of light that split the darkness that seemed to surround the western edge of his phrenic sight. The sense of dread, of the blackness approaching had grown. The intensity was overwhelming.

      He was close.

      It had been careless to slumber.

      Ryl snarled to himself as he viewed the activity outside the carriage. Breila whispered softly into the ear of a hulking man who carried the sleeping body of Aelin cradled carefully in his arms. A lancing shot of remorse arched through his body as the image conjured the acknowledgment of what his young friend truly was.

      Though he was near his awakening, on the verge of becoming a phrenic, Aelin was still no more than a child.

      Scarred far more than any should be, he had been forced to endure hardship painful enough to bring the mightiest to their knees. The young man had taken it all in stride. It was true that he wore his scars, both mental and physical, as all tributes did. Yet the reasoning for them seemed obtuse at best.

      The solution to the situation had never been so near at hand.

      The answer to the problem of the Ascertaining Decree, the Harvest, and the tributes was nearly within reach. He was determined not to keep the king waiting. He would not keep Kaep waiting.

      Ryl stalked forward, relaxing the tension that had settled. The insinuation of the blackened shadows of the Horde faded into the familiar shapes of men as he moved.

      Surrounding him in all directions was an elaborately paved courtyard stretching twenty meters in each direction. Immaculately groomed hedges lined three sides. A lone large opening, easily wide enough for two carriages to fit abreast, ran toward the main road in the distance. Several small gaps, covered by large arched awnings, broke the continuous hedge.

      The mansion that made up the remaining side of the courtyard was as grand as it was large. Made almost entirely of white stone, the building seemed to glow with an eminence that was all its own. The rock, polished to a gleaming shine, reflected the yellow light of the lanterns, casting a shimmering faux daylight over the surrounding courtyard. Several thin, evenly spaced windows ran across the front facade.

      Massive fluted pillars, seemingly carved from a single stone, stretched from the ground to the roof high above. A large balcony lined the second floor, its edge lined with an ornately adorned wrought-iron railing.

      The mansion was a strange analogue of the structures he’d become familiar with in Vim. A feeling of nostalgia gnawed at his senses. The wonders of the hidden city called to him. He longed to be reunited with its comforts. Though immaculate and impressive, the mansion reminded him of the gawdy excess that characterized the overindulgence that was rampant among the high society. Many of those, by more flattery than fortune, had clawed past their peers, leveraging the backs of those below to profess their loyalty to the throne.

      The contrast between the grand estate and the Proper’s East, Breila’s tavern and brothel located in the heart of the city’s most destitute ward, was startling. The madam lived in two vastly differing worlds. He watched as she issued hushed orders to her staff. Lord Eligar was present at the discussion, his hands gesturing to the west. A host of armed guards had exited, fanning out behind her in a protective arc. Three of the group hastened to their horses waiting nearby, spurring the mounts into a gallop as they rushed down the avenue toward the road.

      Ryl approached, nodding his greeting to the pair. His eyes fell on Aelin, still asleep in the arms of one of her massive stewards.

      “He was weary,” she whispered. Her eyes welled with tears. “He is strong, but he’s so young. Just a child …”

      Ryl agreed with the sentiment.

      “They all are,” he acknowledged. “He needs rest. There is much that lies ahead for him. For all of us. Can he remain here until I return? I won’t be long.”

      She smiled as her eyes turned back to the sleeping boy. She ran her hand gently across his face, pushing aside a clump of stray hair.

      “Put him in the guest quarters nearest mine,” she ordered softly. The guard moved slowly, careful not to wake the sleeping boy.

      “You knew the answer before you asked.” She watched her guard until he disappeared into the house.

      Ryl stopped abruptly as an annoyingly dark sensation washed over him. His left arm throbbed, the pain radiating outward from the center of the tattooed sun. He rubbed his arm gingerly with his right hand. His skin felt hot to the touch.

      The sensation came from the west. It was a ripple of blackness that stilled the quiet calm of the early night. His gaze travelled to the blackened horizon. His mindsight showed nothing abnormal inside its frame, yet the darkened border in that direction seemed to push ever closer.

      “Be ready to move at the first warning,” he said cryptically. “If you cannot flee by the port, The Stocks will be your safest haven.”

      Fay and Breila regarded him with caution. Questioning looks were written clearly across their faces.

      As was the concern.

      “What is it?” Fay asked. “What did you feel?”

      Ryl pondered the discomfort. The throbbing in his arm had been a precursor to the blackness that had accompanied the abnormalities of the Lei Guard. At the present, he wasn’t sure if it was that which he felt. The king, tainted by the elixir, the unholy concoction of alexen and the vile nexela, was there as well.

      Was Leiroth?

      Was the Horde?

      “A hint of blackness,” Ryl answered, cautious to reveal more than necessary. “The night hides its intent. I fear what the light of the morning will illuminate. I must go. I’ll return before long. How far is the bridge to the garrison from here?”

      “It is less than half a mile to the bridge,” she responded without hesitation. “Avoid the gates to the other households. My men darken the lanterns on the Kingsway to hide your approach.”

      Ryl turned his vision toward the road that split the darkness, joining the city with the garrison. As he watched, a light between their location and the river winked out.

      “My men will meet us there,” Fay added.

      “Us?” Ryl asked.

      Fay grinned. He bowed low to Breila. “Thank you, my lady, for your kindness.” His voice was genuine. He stepped back before turning and striding toward the exit to the illuminated square.

      “Aye, Ryl,” he called. “You can’t have all the fun on your own.”

      Ryl shook his head. There would be no talking Fay out of the decision he’d already made. Acceptance, though bitter, was the only option.

      “Thank you as well, Breila,” Ryl said with a nod. “I’ll be back for Aelin before long.”

      “I’ll watch over him,” she called as Ryl hastened after Lord Eligar.

      He joined the eccentric lord as he crossed the threshold of the illuminated square. Fay was confidently strapping a sword to his left hip as he walked. The surprised look on Ryl’s face must have shown, as a chuckle bubbled up from inside the young lord.

      “My life has not been relegated to banquets and relaxation, you know?” Fay spoke in jest. “Though I’m no expert, I’m more than capable with a blade. Andr was a fountain of knowledge from which I drank freely. I have no qualms adopting his less than proper fighting style.”

      The darkness of the night swallowed them as they moved down the drive leading to the main road. Ryl could see the shadowed figures of Breila’s guards patrolling stealthily across the open expanses of land around them.

      “I’m glad you’re here, my friend,” Ryl admitted. “If who I seek is there, we will part ways at the bridge. I will need my focus, my concentration for what lies inside those walls. Your presence will serve only as a distraction.”

      Fay opened his mouth to argue. The quiet inhale of air was audible. Ryl cut him off before he could continue.

      “Take no offense to the statement,” Ryl added. “There are but a few of those who I would willingly allow to accompany me. One is whom I seek to rescue. Even Andr, as trusted as a companion, friend and warrior, would not be one of them.”

      Lord Eligar seemed to chew on the idea for a moment as he exited the darkened lane to Breila’s estate, turning right, westward on the Kingsway. Fay nodded, ordering a short command to the pair of his guards mounted on horseback by the entrance to her estate.

      The sensation Ryl had felt throbbing in his arm escalated as every step brought them closer to the garrison. The looming darkness that appeared at the extent of his vision remained. Though it stayed tantalizingly distant, its size and scope frustratingly undefined, he could feel its focus. Whatever evil lurked in the garrison was aware of his presence.

      It beckoned him to it.

      Ryl longed for concrete verification that Kaep was present. That she was unharmed. The alexen in his veins churned with growing ferocity as he approached. The burning escalated as every passing scan with his mindsight failed to reveal her signature. He had grown so accustomed to the welcoming warmth of her presence, the emptiness without her was profound.

      He shook off the chills that blanketed him. He rubbed his hands over the exposed skin of his arms to stave off the gooseflesh that covered them. Fay appraised him curiously. The lord motioned with his arm as he disappeared into the shadowed void created by the newly snuffed-out lanterns of the Kingsway.

      Ryl spoke before the confused lord was able to form the words.

      “It is wise that you remain in the shadows, my friend,” he said. “My presence is well known. Those who watch this road are aware of my approach. There will assuredly be battles ahead in which your blade will be needed. This is not one of them.”

      The pair walked in silence after Ryl’s explanation. The wide cobblestone road made for easy travel, even as Fay lingered in the shadows along its edges. The silence of the night was nearly absolute. For a time, only the light thumps from their feet padding on the stone roadway broke the monotony of the calm. Even the insects seemed to pause, watching in quiet anticipation as they passed.

      A gust of wind jostled the flowing cloak that stretched out in Ryl’s wake. The regular, calm, cooling breeze from the sea seemed to shift as the heated gust of air pushed from the west. The salty brine from the water was replaced with a stagnant aroma that made his nose scrunch in disapproval. Much like the day, the night had been clouded with thin wisps of clouds. The quick-moving haze blotted out small sections of the star-filled sky before dissipating or moving leisurely wherever the wind took them.

      To the west, a pair of bright flashes of light in the distance illuminated the horizon and billowing masses of clouds hovering low over the landscape. Ryl snarled at the approaching storm, pulling his hood up over his head. The rain wouldn’t stop him.

      If Kaep was there, he’d soon know.

      Together, they passed by several entrances to estates bordering the northern and southern sides of the Kingsway. Though hidden in shadows, private guards of the households they protected were present at each. Ryl and his companion left them be, so they paid them no mind. The wind grew, forcing itself upon them as they proceeded to the west. The whistle of its passing drowned out the sound of their footsteps on the pavers. The sloshing of fast-moving water rose as the wind created turbulence in the delta.

      A flash of lightning lit the sky. The jagged bolt tracked from the north to the south, lighting the clouds as it went. It stabbed down to the earth far off to the west.

      The sudden illumination temporarily exposed the structure that, to this point, Ryl had only seen from a distance. The complex spanned several hundred meters across, protected on all four sides by a substantial wall of stone. Though not nearly the height or width of the mighty palisade, which loomed over them as they continued onward to the west, it was a formidable defense against any force attempting to enter its midst. Along the western edge of the river, the wall extended into the water, cutting off all attempts to skirt the structure on foot.

      The bridge represented the only easy access into or out of the walled complex.

      In the center of the garrison, a larger structure rose above the rest. Though buildings rose to the level of two floors, the main citadel in the center easily doubled that. In the darkness, backlit only by the errant flashes of light from the distant storm, it loomed over the rest. A dull black rectangular monolith.

      While lanterns flickered along the walls, no motion appeared along their peaks.

      The throbbing pain in his left arm increased. With it came a whisper. The foreign grumble he’d experienced earlier. It berated him in a language he failed to understand, though its vicious intent was clear. Images of gore. Rippling pools of blood wide enough to be lakes. Severed limbs and body parts of men, women and children. Ryl shook his head, trying desperately to be rid of the image. He squeezed his hand into a fist, letting his fingernails dig into his skin. The discomfort was a temporary distraction. He struggled to turn his attention, his focus, back to their immediate surroundings.

      Ryl and Fay had slowed their pace as they neared the bridge to the garrison. The river from the north widened dramatically from where it spewed from underneath the palisade. From the rocky, sloping eastern side bank to the stone wall of the garrison, it spanned one hundred meters from side to side. A single massive stone pillar jutted up from the water in the center of the river, supporting the structure above.

      Entirely made of stone, the surface was wide enough to easily accommodate two carriages abreast. A low wall along each side prevented any from an accidental plunge into the churning waters below. At the end, a heavy wooden door barred entrance into the fortification beyond. There were no lights on the bridge this evening.

      Breila’s men had done an admirable job dampening the lights lining the street leading from Cadsae Proper. Ahead of them, a single lantern hung from a pole before the entrance to the bridge. The halo of light from its modest flame shifted wildly as it swung in the growing wind.

      Ryl stopped. He breathed in a deep breath as he scanned the area ahead with his mindsight. The racing of his heart matched the quickening sensation of the alexen as it thundered through his veins.

      There was no denying the image that flashed into his mind now. A single orb of glowing golden light throbbed in the distance. Ryl needed no further investigation to understand whom he was looking at. He would recognize that signature among any.

      It was Kaep.

      He’d found her.

      The darkness that had plagued the extent of his vision seemed to have withdrawn, though the discomfort in his arm continued unabated. The blackness was still there. Taunting him.

      The excitement he felt was exhilarating. He resisted the urge to drink deep from the speed that flowed through his veins. The desire to rush headlong into the garrison was potent. There would be none to stand in his way as he fought for her freedom. At least none who would survive to tell the tale. The feeling was rash. Impulsive, urging him onward with a force that was foreign.

      Fay’s voice from the shadows at his side snapped him from his sudden impulsive charge forward.

      “Ryl, Ryl, are you alright?” Lord Eligar whispered to him from where he remained concealed in the deep shadows along the edge of the track. There was a tangible concern that tinted his voice. Ryl nodded subtly, though he refused to take his eyes off the garrison in the distance.

      “She’s there, Fay,” he growled.

      “That’s good news, Ryl,” Fay acknowledged. “I have archers on the banks to the north and south of the bridge. I took the liberty of planting a charge along the lower stanchion where the roadway meets the pillar. I aim to bring it down if I have to.”

      Ryl looked at Lord Eligar lurking in the shadows to his left. He could see the glimmer of the streetlamp ahead reflect off his teeth as his lips curled into a wicked grin. He strained his eyes into the gloom to the south. There were perhaps a half dozen darker shapes silhouetted against the lighter shade of the rolling water. A soft nickering of a horse was audible over the sloshing of the river.

      A breath of wind carried from the west, stronger than its predecessors. The air was heated, disturbingly warm compared to the temperature that surrounded them. The humidity made it thick, almost sticky as it brushed past. More like the exhale of a great beast than the leading edge of a storm.

      A sickening stench was carried on the final tendrils of the gust.

      Ryl whipped his head around, glaring to the west. His left hand instinctively fell to the Leaves secured behind his back.

      Along the wall of the garrison, one after another the torches flicked out.

      Something was wrong.

      He scanned frantically with his mindsight as his vision failed him in the darkness.

      Ryl’s head swam, foundering for air as the depth of the blackness hammered into him.

      No longer could he see Kaep.

      There was nothing but blackness filling the void where her signature had remained.

      Something was horribly wrong.

      A low rumble preceded the bolt of lightning that split the sky. For a moment, the garrison and the opposite side of the river were illuminated with a flash of daylight.

      Lining the vacant tops of the garrison walls was a crush of bodies. Standing shoulder to shoulder, they covered every inch of the space, their hoods pulled up over their heads. A line of faceless specters. From either side of the garrison, along the riverbank, bodies stretched north to the base of the palisade and south to the sea, their elongated, distended bodies jostling in place. They stood row upon row deep.

      The Lei Guard.

      The Outland Horde.

      He had been deceived.

      A solitary note rose from somewhere deep among the ranks of the demons.

      A low howl grew in intensity as it split the night.
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      A vocalization of pure anger, raw and unrestrained, swelled from the ranks of the Horde on the opposite bank. The deep rumble grew into a roar. The volume rose as it boomed into a deafening peal. Its pitch shifted higher and higher as it added more layers of emotion to its cry.

      Hatred.

      Fear.

      Ryl was prepared for the wave of crushing emotion, though the strength of it was astounding. It forced him back a step as it slammed into him like a hammer. To his side, he saw Fay crumple under the weight of the assault. There was a splatter of chucky liquid on the ground as the young lord retched up the contents of his stomach.

      With effort, Ryl fought back against the dark emotions. He countered the hatred, the oppression, with hope and calm. It formed a tenuous circle of light around him. The atmosphere had darkened under the currents of the wave of emotion from the Lie Guard. The air that surrounded Ryl shimmered with a glow that seemed to be emanating from his core.

      Fay struggled to his feet, wiping the bile that had splattered on his lips and cheek with his sleeve. Across the bridge, the door to the garrison groaned as it burst open. Lightning in the distance flashed, highlighting the surge of demons pouring from the interior of the fortification. They moved without a war cry, announcing their approach with the clacking and scraping of claws on the stone roadway.

      The Horde flowed from the gates by the hundreds. Harriers jockeyed and clawed for position. They were eager for the taste of blood. The Lei Guard maintained their emotional assault, yet they remained atop the wall of the garrison.

      Ryl wrenched the Leaves free from their holsters. The brilliant glow of green fire exploded around him as the serrated blades flashed into existence.

      “Fay,” Ryl cried, “stay behind me. Stay close. It’s your only chance to make it out of this alive.”

      Fay had regained his footing, though he wobbled mightily. Ryl knew that Lord Eligar’s mind reeled as a war of competing foreign emotions raged in his head. One attempted to crush him under the weight of despair, devastation and fear. The other sought to empower, to lift his spirits, filling him with hope. His body was stuck in limbo. He stumbled as he followed Ryl’s orders. He slipped the sword from his holster, clutching it in front of his body with both hands. The blade wobbled as his body shook like a leaf jostled in the wind.

      A torrent of air ripped around Ryl as the power surged around his right arm. Small tendrils of green flame joined the whirlwind that whipped around his feet.

      Lightning flashed in the sky as the storm raged in the distance.

      The crowded mass of the Outland Horde belched from the garrison in a steady flow. To the southern side of the fortification, the demons waited. Though agitated by the release of their companions, they resisted plunging into the raging, icy waters to cross the gap. To the north, along the wall of the palisade, the scene made Ryl’s blood run cold. One after another, the blackened demons leapt across the narrowed channel where the river exited The Stocks. There were several already on the eastern bank. Most hastened toward his flank; several darted to the east.

      Toward Cadsae Proper.

      As the flash of light illuminated the scene, another beast attempted the feat. Its measured leap fell short. It uttered a muffled shriek as it was swallowed by the icy current below.

      Momentary panic set in.

      The alexen charged frantically through his veins, their energy coursing through his body. The throbbing in his left arm reached an excruciating level. The foreign whisper that had urged bloodshed and sought wanton destruction was now strangely silent.

      Ryl’s mindsight scanned again, a natural response to the situation.

      There was no sign of Kaep.

      The blackened shapes clouded his vision.

      With the Lei Guard at their side, they were a force too great for Ryl to handle alone. The charge of bodies crossed the center point of the bridge. Now less than fifty meters separated him from their charge.

      How many could he cut down before they swarmed over him like a rogue wave from the sea?

      Ryl surged forward, covering half the distance between himself and the charge in a flash. He screamed with rage and frustration as he swung the glowing blade in his right hand, releasing the wind at the same time.

      A searing wave of green fire and wind arched into the approaching Horde. The lead element bore the brunt of the attack, though its effects were still dramatic several rows behind. Lanky harriers wailed in agony as the fire and wind severed appendages, ripping them from their bodies. They were tossed backward into their charge, blown like leaves in the wind.

      Bodies flailed with wild abandon that matched only their frantic shrieks as they careened into their companions. The Horde on the outer edges of the bridge were thrust over the sides of the low stone banisters, plunging into the churning waters of the river. Many were brought to their knees, toppled by the uncontrolled tumble of those in the lead. Hundreds were displaced by Ryl’s initial assault.

      His attack slowed them for only an instant.

      The Horde were heartless. Emotionless save for their killing instincts, hatred and rage. They stampeded over their companions, slashing at them with their deadly claws. They tore apart their brethren who struggled to regain their footing.

      From the north, the sickening cries of agony rose from Lord Eligar’s men as the flanking Horde fell upon them. Even if they knew the assault was coming, they would never have stood a chance. The paralyzing wash of emotions from the Lei Guard swelled again in response to his counterattack.

      “Fay, the bridge,” Ryl screamed over his shoulder. “Take it out.”

      Fay swayed on his feet nearly ten meters behind where the roadway met the bridge. He was illuminated in the swinging light of the lone streetlamp. His vision darted from the north to the south. His face was awash with pure terror and revulsion.

      Ryl dipped into the power as he retreated to his friend’s side.

      He focused his emotions, pushing the wave of calm, hope and light over Lord Eligar’s soldiers hidden along the river back to the south.

      “Bring the bridge down,” Ryl screamed as the emotions surged from his core.

      The feeling was desperate.

      A sinking sensation threatened to topple him from his feet.

      Ryl could not succeed here on his own. He was outmatched. Overpowered.

      The moments that stretched by seemed like an eternity with no response. At last, sparks broke the darkness of the night. Flames jumped to life as the fuel-soaked wicks of a trio of arrows caught fire.

      Ryl watched in horror as the first sailed wildly into the churning water.

      “Fay, take the horse,” Ryl growled. “Warn your troops. Warn Breila and Aelin. Fall back to The Stocks.”

      The lord hesitated for a moment. He clutched his sword, squeezing the blade hard enough for his knuckles to turn white. Ryl could see the determination to join the fight. The animosity of disgust at the massacre of his troops loomed over him like a cloud.

      “Go. Now,” Ryl screamed.

      Fay snapped from his resistance. He scrambled to the south, stumbling as he charged toward the waiting horses.

      The flaming trail of the second arrow sparked as it slammed into the stone side of the bridge.

      The Horde was upon him. With a feral growl, Ryl unleashed the speed that flowed within his veins. The incoming charge slowed as he fell into them with the unrestrained wrath of a storm. Behind him the hoofbeats of a retreating horse echoed like thunder in the night.

      The burning Leaves in his hands never ceased their lethal assault as they cut down the incoming Horde. Ryl ducked under an errant slash, severing the offending body in two, while plunging the burning blade in his opposite hand through the neck of another. Spurts of black blood clouded the air. He hacked off limbs and appendages. Severed heads and spilled piles of foul entrails on the stone surface of the bridge.

      He danced among the sluggishly moving bodies of his assailants, destroying everything that came within reach. The stone was soon slick with the putrid stench of rot as their blackened blood ran like water. Still the assault came. They poured from the garrison in a never-ending river of bodies.

      The red glow of an arrow streaked from the east. The wind swelled around his right arm.

      Ryl jumped back a step, unleashing the torrent into the continual assault. As with his previous release, the soulborne wind carried the lanky Horde backward with little effort. His wind held the flow of the Horde for an instant. The tenuous break was momentary, like holding back a trickle of water with your breath alone. For a moment it will succeed. It may back up the water.

      Your breath will at some point fail. The water will release its pent-up flow once more.

      There was a distinct thunk as the flaming arrow hit wood.

      The light from the blast preceded the detonation by an instant. Ryl had a split second to harden the woodskin over his body, dashing away from the explosion. He let the Leaves fade out.

      There was a moment of chilling silence.

      The center of the bridge stood bathed in a blinding, yet serene white light. All sound ceased; all motion paused in anticipation. For an instant, the black silhouettes of the Horde stood in stark contrast to the aura that swelled around them. There was a massive sucking sound, almost like that of a giant set of lungs inhaling a deep breath. The dark shadows of the harriers panicked as they fled the epicenter.

      The white light vaporized them as it detonated outward. From serene and sterile, the color morphed from yellow to red as the explosion unleashed its fury. Flame, heat and jagged chunks of stone demolished everything in their path.

      Even with his speed, Ryl was unable to avoid the detonation. The shock wave caught him in the back, tossing his body forward. The woodskin likely saved his life. He felt the sting of stone shrapnel and the slap of stray chunks of flesh against his back as he was tossed wildly across the Kingsway. The heat was intense. It singed the hairs from his arms. The small shrubs bordering the road burst into flame.

      Ryl’s body tumbled wildly. He brought his hands to his face in a desperate plea for protection. He rolled across the cobblestone, careening through a burning bush, coming to a violent stop against the low stone fence that bordered the track.

      A shower of sparks and stone rained down around him.
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      Comfort surrounded every fiber of Aelin’s being. For the first time in ages, his belly was truly full. The substantial meal had sent his road-weary body into overload. The hearty, flavorful concoction of mouthwatering scents and textures proved altogether too much for the young man.

      The food and idle time, though short, had acted like a drug. Aelin had barely made it to the carriage before sleep took hold. He had told himself he was only closing his eyes for a moment, only until Ryl arrived.

      His body contracted, his arms sliding easily across the silken sheets. The smooth texture wrapped him in blissful serenity. He sighed aloud as he squeezed the pillow, hugging it to his chest as he rolled to his side.

      For once, terrors hadn’t plagued his slumber. He was too afraid to open his eyes for fear the dream would end abruptly.

      The jarring note of a distant wail caused his eyes to snap open though his body remained still. His eyes roved the darkened ceiling high overhead as they struggled to adjust to the lack of light.

      Aelin worked himself to a sitting position. He slid easily across the sheets, resting his back against the wooden headboard.

      “Ryl?” he whispered.

      There was no answer.

      In the hall outside, the growing sounds of commotion found their way to his ears.

      The features of the room slowly came into view. The large bed dominated the center of the interior. To his left a pair of large windows looked out into the darkness. There were a few glimmers of lights. An ominous orange glow hung low, silhouetting the tops of the buildings of Cadsae Proper.

      Past the foot of the bed, he could make out the shape of a large door. A stream of light worked its way in along the tile floor, stopping a few meters inside. He could see the outline of a chair and a small table to the side of the doorway.

      Aelin swung his feet over the edge of the bed, surprised to find that they didn’t reach the floor below. The low cot he’d called his own had offered little height from the cold, creaky and rough wooden panels of the common house.

      He slipped from the bed. The tiles beneath his feet were smooth and shockingly cold on his bare skin. Every step made a quiet sticking sound as his naked skin peeled up off the floor. At the foot of the chair by the door, he found his shoes. Though hardly more than crude deerskin coverings at this point, they muffled the sounds of his movement across the stone floor. He grabbed his small weathered pack, tossing it over his shoulder.

      Aelin felt a chill pass through his body. It was as if a waft of frigid air travelled through the room. His puzzled expression fell to the door less than a meter in front of him. It was closed tightly. No air could have passed through its sturdy wooden panel, yet he had sensed the tingle of the chilling gust as it passed. His hands fumbled against the polished wood as he searched for the handle of the door.

      A distant, sharp cracking sound roared through the air. Though it rumbled like a vicious peal of thunder splitting the sky, it was unlike any he’d heard before. He could feel the impact of the noise. It made his stomach lurch and his heart beat faster as if an unseen hand had punched him in the gut.

      Shouting rose from beyond the door. The commotion swelled as heavy footsteps signaled the rapid movement of the occupants.

      Aelin reached for the handle of the door. The rapid inswing of the wooden panel caught him off guard. His face rebounded off the wood, sending stars through his vision as he careened across the smooth floor.

      There was a gasp.

      A female’s comforting voice.

      He felt gentle hands cradle his head as they pulled him into a warm embrace.

      “My boy, are you alright?” Breila cooed as she gently stroked his hair. In the doorway the hulking shadow of her guard blocked out most of the light from the exterior hallway. Aelin could see the naked sword in his hand.

      “Aye. I’m fine. What’s happening? Where’s Ryl?” he blurted out, not waiting for an answer.

      “Shhh,” Breila coaxed the agitated young tribute. “I have no idea what caused that unearthly howl. My guess is that Ryl had something to do with the explosion though.”

      Aelin leapt to his feet. His abrupt rise sent the madam skidding backward across the floor.

      “He’s gone,” Aelin snapped accusingly at the madam.

      The guard in the doorway growled as he turned his body and his blade in Aelin’s direction.

      “It’s ok, Tarik,” Breila barked as she worked herself to her feet. Her voice was stern yet motherly. It compelled him to listen. “Young man, Ryl said he would return shortly. He’s done nothing to give me cause to doubt the seriousness of his word.”

      The stern features of her face softened as she approached. She leaned forward, bringing her face close to his, placing her hands tenderly on his shoulders.

      “Or to question the sincerity of his devotion,” she added.

      Another haunting wail floated on the wind. Unlike the last, this was closer. It was a bloodcurdling scream, a wail of pure agony. It was the sound of a man’s voice.

      It cut off with an alarming snap.

      “Tarik, see that everyone is inside,” Breila ordered. “Have the archers ready on the roof. Bar the doors.”

      With a grunt the massive guard hastened from the room. His terse commands echoed through the hallway moments later. The sound of footsteps grew as the unseen guards responded without question. There were sounds of doors slamming throughout the house.

      “Come, Aelin,” Breila said as she placed her hand on his back, gently steering him to the door. “Let us move upstairs.”

      Breila ushered Aelin from the darkened room into the hallway beyond. He had been asleep when they had first entered. His mouth fell agape as he looked upon the opulence of the corridor before him.

      The ceiling was high. He reckoned it reached five meters from floor to ceiling. The walls were lined with all forms of paintings and tapestries. Some were bordered by ornately fashioned gold-colored frames. His mind wondered if they were in fact solid gold, or merely a gilding for show. Either way, he now walked among wealth he’d witnessed only in his wildest dreams.

      Not unlike his room, smooth tiles, polished to a mirrored shine, paved the floor. Ahead, a large staircase ascended to the upper level of the mansion. A carpet of bright, vibrant red lined the center of the stairs. He felt his foot sink into the plush as he stepped upward.

      He’d taken no more than a few steps when he stopped abruptly. He wrapped his hands around his stomach as the discomfort rushed through his body. He felt the cold sweat break across his forehead. His body felt engulfed by an inky blackness that chilled him to the core.

      Breila’s eyes were panicked as they met his.

      The sound of smashing glass ripped through the first floor.

      Bedlam ensued.

      Wicked curses of men roared through the halls. Screams of alarm and pain carried from the exterior. A howl of something inhuman shrieked over the commotion.

      A thunder of footsteps sounded in the hallway behind them as the mammoth guard from earlier sprinted toward them.

      “The house is breached, my lady,” he reported. His voice was steady, though Aelin heard the hint of fear in its tone. “We need to get you upstairs. Now.”

      He grabbed Breila by the arm, dragging her up the stairs. Aelin leapt after him as the madam struggled to keep her feet on the ground.

      The shattering sound of glass crackled from above. The sounds of panic, alarm and war cries of rage were much closer. Aelin heard the splash of blood on the walls. He cringed at the slapping of flesh upon the floor.

      The screams from the exterior and the first floor quieted, though the sound of steel striking something hard registered that her guards still battled on.

      A frantic scream of agony ripped from the upper floor. There was a clanging of metal as a blade bounced off the floor.

      Without warning, the shredded body of a guard slammed into the wall at the top of the stairs. Blood sprayed outward as the desiccated corpse slid to the floor. A stream of thick crimson oozed down the stairs, forming a small waterfall and a muffled splatter as if poured from the step, soaking into the thick carpeting.

      Tarik stopped Breila, growling as he stalked up the stairs. The steady click and scrape of claws across the tile floor increased in volume as it moved toward the stairwell. Aelin squeezed next to Breila, her presence a comfort to the fear that threatened to paralyze him. The guard advanced up another step, his approach muffled by the soft shag of the stairs.

      The clicking neared the corner of the stairs. Tarik bounded up the last few steps, ducking as he led with a vicious swing of his sword. He jumped back a step, bringing the blade back in defense.

      His actions, though valiant, were futile. A black shape streaked around his side. It moved so quickly, he could muster no defense. It grabbed a hold of his head, its razor-sharp claws digging in as they spun his body toward the stairs. The snap of his neck was sickening. The demon bit down onto the dead man’s neck, tearing a jagged hunk of flesh off with its mouth. A fountain of red blood pulsed out.

      The creature paused for an instant, glaring over the ravaged neck of their would-be protector. Its wide jaws hung open, showing off a mouth full of jagged teeth stained red with fresh blood. A chunk of flesh hung from the corner. Its skin, so deep red it was nearly black, was covered in a sheen of gore. Its presence brought a waft of putrid stench that filled the air. The hatred that poured from its body swelled, though Aelin could sense its anticipation. It growled as its beady eyes appraised its prey.

      Aelin grabbed Breila by the hand, pulling her back down the stairs. Only death remained where they stood. The hallway and stairs were lost. Reaching the bedroom where he awoke was their only chance. The roar from the beast at the top of the stairs was deafening.

      Sheer panic spurred him onward. Every step came with a dread that filled his body, weighing him down. Risking a glance, he turned his head, assured that his doom was upon him.

      He cried in warning, though it was too late. The beast had tossed the corpse of Tarik toward its fleeing prey. In life, the guard, roughly the size of Zed, had been a giant. Aelin did his best to brace himself, to shield Breila from the force of the weight. There was little he could do.

      The body fell on him, carrying his strong but small frame backward into Breila. She screamed as the dead weight toppled them, pinning their bodies to the ground. Aelin was on his back, the chest of the corpse, the bulk of its weight, resting squarely on his chest. His arms struggled to free themselves from under his solid frame. He felt the warm blood soak into his clothes as the pool grew around him.

      At his side, Breila struggled against the weight. Her lithe figure could do little to move herself from under the man who’d died valiantly protecting her. Ironically, his failed protection would now seal their doom.

      The beast gnashed its teeth together as it slurped the last of the flesh into its mouth. Two steps at a time, it descended the stairs. The razor-sharp claws on its feet tore long strips in the soft carpet.

      A scream echoed from the hall behind them, ending in a wet gurgle.

      Silence followed.

      The Horde leapt down the last few steps, landing awkwardly on the tile floor. Its clawed feet slipped, squealing as they cut deep gouges into the slick, polished stone. It fell forward, catching itself with a hand. Its weight landed squarely on the back of the dead guard pinning them to the ground. Breila whimpered at his side.

      The pressure robbed the breath from his lungs. Aelin gasped as he struggled for air. The heft of the dead body and the added pressure from the demon was too much for him.

      The beast leaned its head forward, inching closer. The mouth opened wide, nearly splitting its head in half. Row upon row of jagged, pointed teeth greeted him. Aelin fought the bile that threatened to escape his stomach as the putrid odor assailed his senses.

      The vile stench of rotting flesh and death mingled with the metallic tang of fresh blood. A line of thick, black, pungent drool slapped on his cheek from the beast above.

      Aelin knew his life was over. His abbreviated existence had culminated with cycles of pain. He grinned as he recalled the words Ryl had said. He would die a free man. He had mourned the loss of his friend to the early Harvest. He had celebrated his triumphant return.

      Now he was to die without ever seeing him again. He chided himself for not listening. He should have stayed in the safety of the Erlyn Woods. Why did he have to follow? He had let his emotions guide him.

      They led him astray.

      Breila sobbed at his side.

      The beast cocked its head, angling its vision from him to the madam. It viewed her as nothing more than a meal. It was ready to feed, toying with its prey, savoring the final moments of misery.

      The anger swelled in Aelin’s body. An unfamiliar voice raged in his mind. It screamed defiance in the face of his certain death. The sticky blackness that had assailed him earlier vanished in a wave of pure, cleansing calm.

      The muscles in his arms flexed as a burning sensation coated his insides. It felt as if he’d drank fire. The Horde snapped its head back in his direction. Its black eyes widened. The anger inside was tinted for an instant with another emotion altogether.

      Fear.

      Aelin screamed as he pushed against the force pinning him down with all his might. He tossed the corpse and the Horde atop it from his body as if they weighed nothing at all. The beast slammed into the opposite wall of the hallway. Combined with the dead weight of the guard, the pair smashed through the thick timbers, disappearing into the room beyond.

      The shock that registered in his mind was dizzying. He could scarcely believe what he’d just witnessed. What he’d just done. The urge to flee swelled. He wasted no time finding his feet. He scooped Breila up with one arm, amazed that her body felt as light as a feather. He darted the final steps down the hall, ducking into the room he’d awakened in.

      The scream from the Horde was that of rage.

      Aelin tossed Breila onto the bed, slamming the door behind them. He braced himself as the harrier crashed into the thick wooden panel. It was now a test of strength.

      Repeatedly the beast hammered the door.

      Aelin could feel his strength begin to falter.
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      Ryl found his footing quickly. His back stung from where the sharp rocks had struck him. His ears rang from the deafening concussion of the blast. Fires burned all around him as every scrap of wood was lit ablaze by the heat and flame.

      The press of the Horde had vanished. The bodies close to the blast had been incinerated. Further away, they’d been mowed down by chunks of jagged debris or rendered helpless as the shock wave churned their insides to mush. A few, likely the lead element, lolled haplessly on the stone roadway. Pools of black blood slickened the ground around them.

      Lightning split the sky again, though the flames illuminated all they needed to see. The bridge had been destroyed, the entire center pylon had been demolished, taking with it much of the stone expanse. Only a jagged pillar remained in the center of the river.

      Ryl looked for signs of life from the brave soldiers Fay had committed to the task. Nothing moved along the bank. The shrubs were ablaze. The mangled bodies were visible from where he stood.

      The garrison had not survived the blast unscathed. The sturdy panel of the door was caved in, the exposed timbers smoldering from the fire that had ravaged it. Large pocks of shattered stone littered the facade facing the bridge. The Lei Guard still lined the top of the wall, though many were clearly just finding their feet. Several gaps appeared in the once consistent line.

      The Horde to either side of the garrison wailed and jostled with agitated fury. To the south they screamed in rage, though they tempted the waters not. To the north, they attempted the river crossing with greater frequency. Several fell short, vanishing into the icy water, yet many more still made landfall.

      Ryl knew he couldn’t stay. Even if he could cross, he couldn’t face them all alone. He scanned frantically for any signs of Kaep.

      Nothing but a sea of blackened shapes moved in his vision.

      Ryl turned from the garrison and fled. He shrugged off the final emotional assault of the Lei Guard as he retreated toward Cadsae Proper.

      They must sound the retreat. Whether they knew it yet or not, the city had fallen.

      Ryl cringed at the wail that sounded from his left. It was the sound of human life being violently snuffed out.

      He was close to Breila’s estate. Had Fay reached it in time to barricade the doors? A chilling realization struck him.

      The Horde could sense the alexen in much the same way that he could sense them. With the toxin cleared from his system, Aelin would be a beacon for the demons given free range over the Estates.

      Ryl dipped into the speed that coursed through his veins. The wind whistled as it rushed by his face. A new set of screams echoed through the night as he reached the entrance to Breila’s estate. Guards on the balcony fired arrows hopelessly into the night. The darkened shapes darted across the courtyard, slaughtering those who stood in defense.

      A lanky harrier reached the second-floor balcony. Ryl saw it crash forward, shattering the glass of a tall window, using the body of a guard as a shield.

      The resistance of a man in the courtyard had met a futile end. Slashed and dismembered bodies were strewn about. Smears, splatters and pools of blood painted their tragic artwork on the stone canvas.

      Ryl slowed as he reached the light of the courtyard. He scanned the area with his mindsight. The only black shapes in his vision were ahead. The glow of the tribute was clear, yet safe on the opposite side of the house for the moment.

      He moved rapidly, but cautiously toward the house. The wagon they’d arrived in had been toppled on its side. Ravaged bodies were spread out in a semicircle before it. Large, deep gouges crisscrossed the top of the wagon that now served as its wall. The opposite side, the carriage’s undercarriage, was riddled with arrows. The horses, though panicked and distressed for the moment, were still tethered to the toppled cart.

      The Horde had come here hunting flesh of a different sort.

      A muted, agonized wail of a guard sounded from inside the house. There had been no sign of Fay. Breila was absent from the bodies of both her guards and Lord Eligar’s troops.

      A second scream from the interior of the house sent a shiver through his spine.

      It was a woman’s scream.

      There was a sudden burst of energy. It was warm, welcoming. He recognized the sensation in an instant. He recalled the last time he’d experienced it with startling clarity.

      Emotions were to be feared. Tempered by the unawakened.

      What he felt was a raw outpouring of emotion.

      Something had changed in Aelin.

      Ryl dipped into the speed, reaching the doors to the mansion in a flash. A search of the area showed that the Horde had nearly reached the glowing signature of the tribute. He hardened the woodskin on the right side of his body. The skin on his shoulder solidified, forming a solid crust.

      Dropping his shoulder, he barreled into the door at speed. The force of his assault and the solid woodskin struck like a battering ram. There was little resistance, though the pain that lanced through his arm was definite. The panel exploded inward, leaving a deadly shower of wooden sharps and splinters hanging in the air.

      The scene that greeted him was horrific. The polished white stone of the floor was dyed with growing stains of crimson. The bodies of the guards had literally been torn to shreds. Random, indescribable chunks of flesh and entrails stuck to the walls, some draped over the furniture. A solitary foul demon gnawed casually on a corpse, tearing large chunks of flesh. It flashed a pointed look of anger, as Ryl had interrupted its meal.

      The stench that met his nostrils was as potent as the devastation. The sickening concoction of the telltale rotted scent of the Horde mixed with the odors of death was becoming alarmingly too familiar. His stomach churned in revolution as he brushed through the cloud of wooden debris floating slowly through the air.

      The solitary harrier would have to wait.

      Aelin needed him.

      The sense of the tribute had expanded since Ryl had felt the outpouring of power from the boy. He darted through the blood-soaked entry chamber, tracking the motion of two Horde as they converged upon the tribute. The scratching of their giant claws and the tearing of wood signaled that Aelin’s position was perilous.

      Moving through the chamber, he darted down the first hallway to the right. The wind grew to a gale as it whipped around his right arm. His phrenic cloak billowed out behind him like a cloud. Making an immediate left at the junction, he located his quarry. Perhaps ten meters ahead of him, a pair of harriers took turns raking their jagged claws against a wooden door. Each strike tore off chunks. They paused only to allow the other to slam its body weight into the panel.

      Ryl marveled at the strength that it must have taken to withstand the assault.

      After all, Aelin had been uncommonly strong from the onset.

      There was no time to waste. No rules of engagement to be followed. The Horde were focused on their prey, ignoring the commotion from the entryway.

      Ryl unleashed the wind from his right arm. He felt the power flow through him in a steady swirling torrent. Chairs and small tables, carefully adorned with vases and various works of sculpture or art, lined the wide hallway. Priceless paintings and tapestries filled in the blank spaces on the walls.

      The storm that raged from his arms shattered the furniture, tearing the artwork from the walls. The wind with its deadly debris ripped into the unprepared Horde. Their lanky bodies were tossed with reckless abandon, chewed to ribbons as the shards of wood, stone and glass blasted past and through them. The disfigured bodies smashed into the staircase with a sickening crunch. It was a moment before the final piece of shrapnel settled to the floor.

      Ryl could feel the others approach from his rear even before he saw them, before they announced their presence with a pair of hideous wails. In unison, they charged. The cleared-out hallway was plenty wide to accommodate their side-by-side assault.

      Their motions, though unnaturally fast, were sluggish to his. Their wicked claws sparked as they scraped at the polished stone underfoot. Ryl growled as he charged, lighting one of the Leaves in his left hand. He sprinted down the center of the hall. With the moment of impact a mere breath away, he dug his feet in, sliding to the right as he came to a rapid stop. The closest harrier on the right scraped across the floor as its claws struggled to arrest its progress. It lashed out with both hands. Ryl brought the flaming, translucent blade upward, severing both arms of the Horde just above the wrists.

      The beast at its side slid wildly past. Its legs churned furiously as it sought to reverse its direction.

      The dismembered demon raged in agony. Black blood pumped from the stumps where its hands used to reside. Ryl grabbed it by its left arm, spinning as he torqued the creature around his body. The rapid, well-timed rotation ended the determined recovery of its stumbling companion. The two bodies collided with a shriek and groan. The speed battered both creatures into the wall behind them. The first crushed his companion between it and the wood behind. The panels and substructure cracked yet held up to the force.

      Ryl leapt to the side, ramming the glowing green blade through the head of the first creature. Black, putrid blood and brain matter splattered across the wall as the blade pierced the second demon’s skull as well. Ryl wrenched the glowing blade free, letting his hold of the speed fade.

      He walked casually to the side, eagerly avoiding the river of gore that vomited from the dead Horde. Chunks of wood and glass shattered to the floor. Shreds of tapestry and artwork fluttered harmlessly in the air.

      “Aelin, you can come out now,” Ryl called as he sheathed the Leaves in the holster behind his back. He rubbed his right shoulder gingerly. It was sore from where he’d rammed the door, though it didn’t appear broken. “We must hurry.”

      He scanned the area. There were no signs of the Horde, though he knew more were likely close behind.

      The door cracked open tentatively for a moment before swinging inward in a flash. Aelin charged out of the room, barreling into Ryl, wrapping his arms around his waist. Ryl winced as the embrace threatened to knock him off his feet. The squeeze nearly crushed him.

      “Please, Aelin, let go,” Ryl groaned. The tribute released, stepping back. Though the look of relief spread across his face, the fear was still potent in his eyes.

      “I felt you find your true powers,” Ryl acknowledged as he jostled the young tribute’s shaggy hair. “That release you felt. I can see it in you. You must be careful. Your emotions can be a powerful ally or a vicious fiend. Your strength may be difficult to control. Go easy on the embraces, for your strength can hurt.”

      Aelin nodded as Ryl peered into the dark room.

      “Where is Breila?” he asked, taking the boy by the hand. “What of Fay?”

      “I’m here, Ryl.” Breila’s voice sounded from the darkened room. She walked with a slight limp, cradling her left arm across her abdomen. A trickle of blood ran down the right side of her face, matting a clump of silver hair to her head. “We’ve neither seen nor heard from Fay.”

      Ryl felt his stomach lurch with the admission.

      Though he hadn’t stopped to inspect the remains in the courtyard or the house, he didn’t believe the young lord was among the devastation. With a scowl he pulled Aelin, ushering the boy hurriedly toward the exit.

      He’d be leaving behind another friend. First Kaep, now Fay.

      “We need to flee and fast. There are horses in the courtyard. The way is safe. The Horde are gone for the moment.” He pointed Aelin toward the exit before turning to Breila. “Can you walk?”

      The aged madam took a shuffled step, wincing in pain as the weight came down on her foot.

      “Forgive me,” Ryl muttered as he scooped Breila up, hastening after the youngster. She complained not as they sped from the house.

      The night air was refreshing, though the stench of the Horde still lingered. The cool sea breeze replaced the scent of death with the tang of brine, though a potent undertone remained. Breila buried her head into Ryl’s neck as the devastation in the courtyard resolved before her.

      To his surprise, Aelin charged ahead, undaunted by the death that surrounded him. The boy rounded the spooked horses, reaching carefully for their leads. Ryl sent a focused wash of calm over the animals. Their agitated stomping and nickering ceased.

      He rubbed his hand against the muzzles of the spooked mounts in turn, whispering quietly to the animals. Breila wrapped her arms around the horse’s neck, swinging gingerly onto its back, assisted by his added, gentle push.

      Ryl worked quickly, removing the breast collar and harness from the horse before moving to assist Aelin. The mount spooked at the young tribute’s hesitant actions and backed up a step, kicking a back leg into the carriage behind it.

      A muffled groan sounded from inside, followed by a thump of something heavy toppling over. Ryl sighed, relieved as he recognized the voice behind the muted curses.

      “Fay, it’s Ryl. Can you get out?” Ryl called.

      A bloodcurdling howl from the west broke the momentary still of the night.

      “We don’t have time. Back away from the ceiling of the wagon.” Ryl barked out the order.

      At the sound of shuffling from within, Ryl pulled the Leaves out of their holsters, their burning blades lit square with a wash of green light. He made two slashes, carving a charred X shape into the wood. The edges of the cuts smoldered as the embers eagerly sought to become flames. He let the blades die out while hardening the woodskin on his right fist.

      A single swift punch to the center of his marking fractured the wooden panel of the carriage, though it showered the occupant with sparks and debris.

      Fay stumbled out from the overturned carriage. He would have toppled forward into the courtyard had Ryl not arrested his fall. He groaned as he rose. His face was pale and withdrawn. The sleeve of his left arm was torn. The tatters and the side of his clothes were drenched in blood. He’d tied a crude bandage around the wound, at least partially staunching the flow. A similar gash across his stomach leaked blood, yet for the moment it would have to wait.

      The shrieks in the distance grew excited.

      Grew closer.

      “I’m glad to see you alive, my friend,” Ryl admitted, helping the young lord onto the horse behind Breila.

      “We need to ride. Now.”
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      The forest was tense, much like a bowstring wound too tight. It felt ready to snap at any moment. Andr viewed the trees through the gloom and faint glowing blue of the mosses that lit the narrow path they now walked.

      Vox and Le’Dral followed in line behind, matching his steady steps.

      Andr had reached out to the forest. He’d pleaded with the woods to open a path to the palisade that severed its western border. Though he knew not where the route would lead, he followed willingly.

      The air inside the forest was thick, heavy with the stale scent of must. The path that stretched out before them was rough and unmaintained. Unlike the generally spacious, cleanly swept look of the avenues leading to their stronghold, this had the appearance of neglect. How long had it been since any had set foot upon this path?

      He winced at the sting as a narrow branch disguised by the dark slapped across his face. They had been travelling a good distance, yet still the pathway lingered onward.

      He stormed forward, struggling to maintain his focus as he attempted to force the rampaging thoughts from his head. It had been an eventful afternoon and evening. His heart soared, yet his stomach churned with butterflies at the unexpected timing of the revelation to his son.

      Though his emotions had grown unchecked, a nagging feeling that he could not explain toyed with his senses. The joy, the hesitation, the worry, he’d expected. He knew it would take time with Cray. Time they unfortunately might not have. He could handle those concerns. It was the foreign sensation that bothered him.

      Though he could see no enemy, he could feel their eyes on him, boring into his very soul like daggers. Though he could see no saviors, he felt their support. He saw their blades defend them from evil.

      He was at a loss for the cause of the sensation. It was powerful. He figured it was the woods trying to tell him something. He feared he was too obtuse to understand.

      So lost in thought was he that he nearly walked directly into the wall that erupted from the earth in front of them. Andr stopped himself from colliding with the surface as his hands sprang defensively forward. His face stopped a blade’s width from the moss-covered stone.

      He exhaled a long, steady breath, resting his head against the cold, damp stone.

      After a moment, he stepped back, examining where the Erlyn had chosen to deliver them.

      They stood in a narrow gap between the trees and the stone, only a few meters across and perhaps five meters wide. A thin canopy of leaves from the branches above disguised their location from any on the palisade who might have been searching for movement in the forest below.

      The three men paused, listening intently for any sound of patrols above.

      “I hear nothing. Can see nothing. Why would the woods lead us here?” Le’Dral grumbled.

      Andr was at a loss as well. He scratched his head as he peered into the gloom around the modest opening. With his hand against the wall, he paced to the far side of the clearing to the south. The woods here seemed darker, more foreboding than near the entrance. Andr quickly retraced his steps, passing Vox and Le’Dral, who watched curiously.

      The woods along the opposite side of the opening were still dense. Thick brambles and vines choked off access into the depths, yet a single tree, set just inside the tree line, remained free from the clutter.

      Andr felt the unnatural tug on his body. It was an unnerving sensation, yet one he’d grown strangely accustomed to. He gave in to the pull, letting himself be drawn forward.

      The sensation evaporated as he reached the base of the solitary tree. The trunk was several meters wide, yet it was far from a giant in terms of the trees of the Erlyn Woods. Andr reached forward tentatively, hesitant of the reaction the connection could bring.

      There was no sudden realization. No jolt of energy or information. Only a soft rustle of leaves above broke the silence.

      Andr peered upward, his eyes focusing immediately on the small patch of glowing moss around the base of the tree. A few steps brought him to the rear of the trunk. There, illuminated by the faint glow of the moss, was a ladder of sorts.

      The rungs were formed by a thick cord of vine that snaked its way up the tree. The ladder continued some fifteen meters upward until the branches took over, serving as footholds to ascend the trunk. He’d started climbing before calling to his companions.

      “Follow me,” he whispered. “We’ll get our view from up here.”

      Vox and Le’Dral voiced no complaint as they followed the mercenary up the arboreal ladder. Even in the dark, the soft glow of the scattered moss lit the pathway, allowing for an easy ascent.

      Fifteen meters above, the vine ended as the branches took over. The thick, yet stubby limbs grew out from the tree, leading them in a path that wound slowly around the right of the trunk. As they climbed, patches of moonlight and stars became increasingly visible through the trees.

      Their ascent ceased without warning. Andr found himself on a large flat branch roughly a meter wide. The limb curved slightly to the northwest, though it stayed concealed among the foliage that surrounded it. Smaller branches jutted up at seemingly planned intervals, allowing for steady handholds.

      Andr crept cautiously out onto the branch, his ears tuned to the sound of guards.

      The night was silent.

      The branch allowed a startling view of the landscape that surrounded them. From his position, though he remained hidden among the leaves, he could see the clear path of the palisade as it traveled south toward the sea. To the north, the stone walkway ended as it reached the northernmost guard tower, partially built into the base of the mountain.

      A torch burned along the face of the structure, though no movement registered along the peak of the wall. To the west, dark clouds blotted out the stars overhead, turning the deep violet sky black. Lightning flashed, sparking through the clouds, though no sound accompanied the show.

      “A storm is coming,” Vox commented as the silent flashes of lightning split the sky to the west. The branch remained steady as the phrenic paced along the wide surface. Le’Dral followed a step behind.

      The trio watched in silence, surveying the walls for any signs of patrol. Nothing moved save for the roiling clouds above and the soundless lightning. A steady breeze grew as the storm churned ever closer.

      A howl carried on the wind. For a moment, all attention was focused, their eyes and ears trained on the sound. From its deep origin it rose in pitch and intensity. This was no auditory illusion. No mental overreaction to the growing wind at the head of the storm.

      The note was eerily familiar.

      The solitary wail fell into silence.

      Le’Dral turned to Andr, his mouth open to speak.

      A flash, brighter yet more diffused, rose from the south. It expanded upward like the sun rising from the horizon. For a moment, a halo of light surrounded it. As abruptly as it had come, the glow vanished, seemingly sucked back into itself. A cloud rose in its place.

      It was several moments before the wave of sound reached their ears. From the edge of the forest, roughly a half mile to the south, the leaves of the trees shook wildly as the ripples of energy passed. Andr felt the sound as clearly as he heard it. The pressure thumped against his chest. His heart beat faster in response.

      Andr muttered a soft curse as he turned his gaze to Le’Dral and Vox standing beside him.

      “Ryl,” Vox whispered.
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      Ryl rode in the rear as their horses stormed eastward down the Kingsway. The haunting cries from the Horde that stalked them diminished, though only slightly, as they raced onward. Breila, though nursing her own wounds, held tight to Fay, balancing the wobbling lord as they moved with speed. Aelin’s arms were wrapped around Ryl’s body.

      On more than one occasion, he yelped in surprise as the youngster unintentionally squeezed too hard. Sharp pains shot through his body as his ribs resisted the pressure of the unintentional crushing assault. Ryl found that leaving a hardened layer of woodskin across his midsection did much to mitigate the risk of inadvertent damage.

      They were greeted by few onlookers as they moved hastily toward the questionable safety of The Stocks. Most were guards of the private estates set along the manicured road of the Estates. Breila shouted warnings to most as they thundered by. In rapid verse she begged them to flee to The Stocks.

      Her warnings were met with jest by the armed guards, who stood at attention before their prescribed gates.

      They laughed at her.

      Ryl pitied them. The first few they passed, he’d forced a feeling of fear and urgency to accompany Breila’s words. His projected emotions were no help. With swords drawn, they retreated behind their flimsy iron walls.

      He feared that none would survive the coming wave of darkness that followed in their wake. His only hope for consolation was that the Horde, having sighted his signature, would leave them unmolested.

      A frightened cry echoed through the night, ending with an agonized wail.

      He abandoned his optimistic thoughts of their survival.

      Ryl shook his head as he spurred his mount on.

      The gate that constricted the solitary crossing between the Estates and the Center City beyond was still open wide. They slowed as they neared the walled border, the thunder of hooves echoing as they hammered on the stone of the courtyard. Lord Eligar’s troops were nowhere to be seen.

      “Did you warn them, Fay?” Ryl called.

      Fay turned his head. His face was alarmingly pale. Though he whispered the words, Ryl could make out nothing over the sound of the horses.

      “Yes,” Breila shouted over her shoulder.

      Ryl turned his upper body, scanning the area behind them with his mindsight. For the moment it was clear. He knew the moment would be fleeting. The fast-moving harriers would not be far behind. The speed of the horses and the allure of the easy slaughter amongst the mansions surrounding the roadside had likely bought them a tenuous measure of freedom.

      He whipped his head around as noise from the east demanded his attention. A thunder of hooves signaled the coming of rapidly approaching riders. The silhouettes stormed into view though the darkness disguised their identity and intent.

      Ryl called Breila to a stop before marching his mount in front of his companions. He held his right hand out to the side, letting the wind swirl around his arm. The incoming riders slowed. The flash of light off metal indicated that swords were drawn as they entered the opposite side of the square.

      “Wait.” Fay’s weak voice must have taken nearly every ounce of his strength as he lurched forward after uttering but a word.

      Ryl noted the drab uniforms as they entered the well-lit section of the square. They were not that of the Cadsae Proper guards, nor that of the king. They had accompanied Fay earlier in the afternoon.

      “Your lord is injured,” Ryl shouted to the approaching guards as he pointed to Fay slumped over on the horse, still wrapped in the embrace of Breila.

      “He needs a mender. Now,” Ryl barked, hammering the soldiers with a sense of urgency.

      The hostility of the newcomers was replaced by a pressing need as they settled their weapons, quickly surrounding the group. Muscular hands pulled Fay from where he slumped on his horse, quickly wheeling toward the east.

      “Take him to The Stocks. There is a clinic there,” Ryl ordered.

      “Aye. We came as quickly as his message was received.” The speaker looked beyond Ryl into the darkness of the Estates with a hint of fear in his eyes.

      “See that Ekard comes with you,” Ryl barked, pointing to the door of the tavern they’d dined in hours earlier. The door was cracked open. He could see only a sliver of a face of the inhabitant peering cautiously out from within.

      “Warn any you see,” Ryl said. “The Stocks will be their only hope for survival. The Horde is here. Whatever supplies you were moving from the port that aren’t behind the gates are lost. There is no time. Go!”

      As if emphasis was needed, another set of bone-chilling screams rippled from the Estates. The vicious howl and shrieks of the Horde quickly drowned out the alarm.

      Shadows darted across the poorly illuminated roadway toward the garrison.

      Ryl focused, marking the shapes of four shadows that approached in his vision. He swung down from his horse, throwing the reins to the nearest mounted soldier.

      “Aelin, keep Breila and Ekard safe. Take them straight to The Stocks,” he shouted before turning to the door to the tavern. “Ekard, time to go.”

      He watched the fear and uncertainty flash through the young tribute’s eyes. He sent a wave of comfort over the youngster, stepping close as he whispered, “Fear not, my friend. I’ll be safe.” Ryl comforted the frightened boy. “I do not need a horse to stay ahead of this. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Ryl was relieved to see the barkeep shuffle from the inside of his tavern, though his frustration swelled as the man stopped to lock the door behind him. The buffer between him and the incoming harriers shrank dramatically as the demons accelerated. Here was a square full of life. Full of the irresistible draw of alexen. They unleashed a cacophony of war cries and wails as they charged ahead.

      As Ekard scrambled onto Aelin’s horse, the square around Ryl cleared rapidly. A handful of soldiers were the last to leave. Aelin turned his head around as they galloped away. He caught a single fleeting glimpse as he vanished into the shadowed tract of the Kingsway.

      The shapes that charged forward had now taken form as they neared the clearing. Ryl could see the flashes of light glint off their glistening claws. Claws that had no doubt tasted a recent draught of blood.

      There was little time to be lost. Others would soon follow in the wake of the advance. They would come in numbers that were likely uncontrollable. It would take time, yet the demons would continue streaming across the narrow gap of the water until every last one roamed throughout Damaris. Destroying the bridge had been necessary, yet it had only slowed their assault.

      The glowing weapon in his left hand burst to light as Ryl stood ready for the charge.

      So caught in the emotions and necessities of the recent moments, Ryl had done little to address the nagging pain that still plagued his left arm. He’d done his best to ignore the throbbing pain. He reminded himself that there’d be time to deal with the frustrating sensation later.

      Without warning, the agony swelled, surging out from the joint of Ryl’s left arm. The jolt of discomfort was torturous. His skin felt as if it were being turned inside out, then seared with an immeasurable heat. So intense was the pain that his hand spasmed uncontrollably.

      The glowing blade slipped from his fingers, fading as it fell to the ground.

      Ryl released his hold on the speed that flowed through his veins as he dropped to a knee to collect the weapon. He gasped as his left hand extended to collect the dormant blade.

      The tattoo on his arm had inverted. Where the blazing of the sun had been, a solid black void churned. The darkness moved with a power that was all its own. Where the light had kept the darkness that pressed from either side at bay, inky tendrils of black snaked upward toward his shoulder and downward toward his hands. Where the black lines moved, the sensation of pain, white hot and searing, followed.

      Ryl closed his grasp around his weapon, returning the magical, shimmering blade to life as he lunged to his feet.

      The Horde had cleared the opening of the gate, spreading out into a staggered line as they approached. Their frantic, determined pace had slowed. Their motions were now more tentative and curious as they proceeded into a crude arc.

      Ryl afforded them no mercy. Their momentary hesitation sealed their hasty doom. His lightning-fast movements and glowing blade cut them down before they could react. Their steadfast attack withered to a halfhearted defense as Ryl splattered their blackened blood across the square.

      An increasing tumult of shrieks and cries sounded from the Estates. The noise far surpassed that of a small advance scouting party. A considerably larger group approached, though he could see nothing of them at the present. The sound was enough.

      Another lance of pain surged through Ryl’s arm as he turned eastward. He stowed the weapon in its holder, fearing another spasm would strike while he ran. Holding onto a touch of the speed in his veins, he charged from the square, heading eastward after his companions.

      Ryl winced as the pain swelled in his arm yet again. His skin burned as it twisted. This time, he watched in a mixture of awe and horror as the tattoo reverted to its original design. He rubbed his right hand over the markings, disturbed yet curious about the sudden change.

      With little time to dwell, and the Horde on his heels, he pushed forward. Panic had spread where Fay and his soldiers had passed. During the waning hours of the day, he and Aelin had found a city devoid of life. The road and alleys were now crowded with people as they hurriedly abandoned their homes. Some carried belongings while others held the hands of loved ones as they hastened onward. Some merely wandered curiously through the masses. Yet others still regarded the exodus with scorn. They stood with arms crossed in their doorways. Some accosted those fleeing, cursing them for fools as they heeded the warnings of an invading foe. An unusual rhythmic hammering thumped in the distance to the east.

      Ryl moved on. They had been given the information. They’d made their choice.

      The results would be theirs to bear.

      Ryl easily avoided the press of the citizens as he eagerly approached the main intersection. Here, the Kingsway continued eastward, eventually arriving in the capital city of Leremont, the cursed lap of the kingdom. The path to the south pointed to the docks. The northern spur led directly to the Pining Gates.

      The further east he moved, the volume of smoke lingering in the air had intensified. Through the gaps in the buildings, he captured fleeting glimpses of flames sparking high into the sky as they devoured anything wooden in their path. An unnatural orange glow lit the horizon like an uncanny early sunrise. The shifting winds brought either relief from the acrid smoke or misery as the stray embers floated down from above.

      At the confluence, the mass of citizens divided. The largest group continued to the east, pushing to the southern side of the road, giving a cautious berth to the East Ward, which burned uncomfortably close to the road.

      Of the remaining number, the greater percentage chose the southern path angling toward the docks beyond. The few who were brave enough to follow the pleas to flee to the north kept their heads down, generally regarded with scorn from those moving around them.

      Ryl paused in the center of the intersection. He let the speed fade, allowing the world to snap back to its normal speed around him. From where he stood, he could see the Pining Gates to the north. Lanterns burned along the left side of the gate. The flicker of light from the right signaled that the barracks to their side still burned. The palisade above was alight with activity.

      Soldiers, armed with bows and arrows, lined the top of the wall while others rushed behind them, carrying out their tasks. The courtyard before the massive gates was alive with a flurry of activity, though from the distance the commotion was undefined. The origin of the steadily growing thumping he’d heard as he moved eastward was clear. The sounds of construction and demolition were apparent.

      A single panel of the massive gate was wide open. A steady trickle of citizens entered willingly, beckoned onward by the animated motions of Fay’s soldiers.

      A small contingent of Lord Eligar’s troop shouted commands over the crowd from the northeast corner of the road.

      Ryl hailed them as he approached.

      “Did Lord Eligar pass through here yet?” he asked.

      “Aye. He did, several moments past. With a procession of horses,” the closest guard answered, stepping forward. His appraising eyes traveled Ryl’s body as he examined his attire.

      “Said to be on the lookout for you,” the soldier responded.

      Ryl nodded, thankful that his friends had already passed through.

      Screams of horror sounded from the west. The sound sent a chill through Ryl. The Horde had reached the Center City.

      The carnage would be beyond comprehension. He struggled with the emotion. There was little he could do. Alone in the streets, he couldn’t save them all. Though he’d hold his own, eventually he’d tire or the sheer numbers would overwhelm him. If the Lei Guard joined the fight in bulk, he’d not last long.

      The traffic on the road churned with fear, spurring themselves onward in whatever direction they had already committed to taking. A few changed directions, heeding the pleas from Lord Eligar’s soldiers. Ryl fed the area with a sense of hope, lacing the guards’ words with a greater chance to inspire. The effort was largely in vain.

      Fear was a potent motivator.

      “Fall back to The Stocks,” Ryl ordered. “We are out of time. Be ready to close the gates.”

      Though unaccustomed to the orders of a stranger, the soldiers willingly accepted them. They barked out their final pleas before charging up the hill toward the gate. The bloodcurdling screams intensified from the west. The press of citizens quickened their pace.

      Ryl squinted his eyes, scanning the area to the west. Though free from the individual blackened scars of the individual Horde, he could feel the approaching of the darkness. The swelling mass of the demons from the Outlands was closing in.

      He started up the gently sloping avenue. His mind flashed to the last trip he’d made up this pathway. The city had been alive with the revelry surrounding the annual Harvest.

      That moment, though only a few days in the past, felt like a lifetime ago. The joy of the moment for many had now dissolved into abject fear.

      Ryl did his best to spur the travelers seeking safety behind the gates. Many appeared weak from the frantic movement. Some lumbered sluggishly, still half asleep after being roused in the middle of the night. His mental scan of the perimeter was constant as he maintained a vigil, watchful of the approach of the Horde from the west.

      The howls, shrieks and wails of the approaching mass now drowned out the screams of those who were slaughtered by their tidal wave of death.

      The scene that awaited him at the top of the road was nothing but shocking. To the right side of the square, the fire that he’d started in the barracks had been allowed to ravage nearly the entirety of the building. The heavy timbers had been reduced to ash, collapsing the stone upon itself. The solitary tunnel to the interior of the gatehouse was sealed off by the piles of debris. Thankfully, the flames had been contained behind the stone wall that separated the guards’ station from the houses of Cadsae Proper beyond.

      Citizens wasted no time milling around the square. Ryl watched them carefully as they moved into the yawning mouth of the Pining Gates. They approached with a sense of foreboding. Some failed to hide the overwhelming fear that distorted their faces. Ryl had little pity in the case of their wounded sensibilities. For ages, far longer than any had lived to experience, tributes, like he and Aelin, like the thousands who had come before him, had been locked behind that same gate. They had been enslaved behind the massive walls, left to labor for a product they’d never reap. Celebrated as they were ceremoniously paraded to their deaths.

      Though he pitied them not, he wasn’t content to leave them to the slaughter. There was a sickening coldness that covered his body as he considered the plight of those who’d refused to hear his advice. Those who’d turned a deaf ear to the warnings of Lord Eligar’s men.

      The irony was poignant.

      Much as Taben had been spurned by humanity, Ryl had been ignored that day. Though he’d fight to protect any who stood behind him from the ravages of the Horde, his true purpose was ensuring the safety of the tributes. His family. His friends.

      They’d amassed a small army of supporters. Those willing to sacrifice their lives to aid him in his pursuits. To break the tributes free from the slavery that had held them in check for a millennium.

      A fragment of the army now stood along the pinnacle of the palisade overlooking the square and the town below. For the first time in his coming, the eyes staring down on him did so without incriminating judgment. Without abject hatred and scorn.

      Though fire had not had the opportunity to ravage the buildings to the left, the western side of the square was in shambles. The mess hall and stable had butted up against the massive palisade. A wide but substantial stairwell built upon their backs had provided access to the palisade above. The buildings had been all but destroyed. Chunks of rubble and splinters from timbers were strewn across the square. The great staircase connecting the palisade to the ground below had been severed, leaving a gap that stretched five meters wide by several meters high. Large black sections of charred rock scarred the face of the palisade.

      Work here was constant. Guards wearing the nondescript clothing of House Eligar worked in consort with civilians. Both men and women rushed to and fro, some carrying stone, others wood into The Stocks beyond. A group of guards, shirtless and dripping with sweat, hammered away feverishly with heavy mallets, each hammer’s fall smashing another chunk off the broken stairs.

      Ryl almost laughed as he saw Aelin bound to the top of the staircase, a hammer far too large for a boy his size in hand. The guards sneered as he pushed past, yet he paid them no mind. Within a matter of swings, their condescending looks altered to those of unrestrained awe. Shrapnel from the massive chunks of stone he demolished peppered those onlookers who chose to gawk at the youngster.

      The foreman of the crew was a surprise as well. Ryl reached his side quickly, casting a scan of the city beyond before attempting conversation.

      He could feel the hatred of the black mass as they moved ever closer. The ring of darkness that stretched around the western portion of his vision oozed forward as though it was still but a singular mass. None strayed from the host that approached as one.

      The throbbing in his left arm had surged again. He winced as he massaged it with his opposite hand.

      “It’s fine work you’ve done, Averine,” Ryl commented as he stopped beside the eccentric elder.

      “The majority of the iron that this kingdom uses comes from the mines on my property. Well now, Lord Eligar’s property, that is,” he added with a grin. “This is not the first crew I’ve managed. Besides, nothing a little blasting powder couldn’t handle.”

      “I thank you for your foresight,” Ryl added. “That stairwell had been a concern. Even with the confined quarters, the Horde would have taken it without trouble. Do you have more blasting powder at your disposal?”

      Averine chuckled.

      “The presumptuous lord used far more than required for the demolition of the bridge,” Averine grumbled. The annoyance was clear in his voice. “Though I’ve left enough for a few surprises.”

      His eyes darted to the buildings that formed the corners of the square.

      Ryl smiled, laying his hand thankfully on the elder man’s shoulder.

      “Your resourcefulness is again a fortune,” Ryl added with a smile.

      The howls in the distance broke their rapid conversation.

      The noise was louder, more pronounced than it had been moments earlier. Ryl needed no mindsight to acknowledge that they were far too close for comfort.

      “Averine, get them inside,” Ryl ordered. “Who commands the soldiers of House Eligar?”

      The eccentric old man laughed as he scratched a hand on his head in confusion.

      “You do, of course.”
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      Averine wasted no time calling the work to an end. His shrill voice cut through the clamor of the demolition still underway.

      Beside the crumbling remains of the stairs, Aelin took a final last swing. Shards of stone exploded out in all directions. A sizable section of the crumbling stairwell cracked free from the remains, crashing to the ground below.

      “Aelin, let’s go,” Ryl boomed as the boy bounded down from the remains. He beamed with pride as he noted Ryl’s presence.

      “Get inside the gates now. They aren’t far behind,” Ryl ordered. The cheer that had lit his face blanched as the reality of the threat sank in once again.

      Ryl forced a mild wave of calm over the tribute.

      “You did well. Very well,” he added.

      The boy had astonished him. They’d spoken but a few words since the encounter with the Horde. There was a tale yet untold; even still, he’d survived against the odds. He’d done so protecting the life of another.

      A stab of pain tore through his arm. He winced as he watched Aelin hasten inside the Pining Gates.

      Ryl stepped purposefully to the center of the square, pulling the Leaves from his holsters. A wash of green light shimmered around him as he called the blades to life. Fire danced off their serrated edges as they rippled in the darkness. Though the enemy moved closer, he held the blades low, angled outward to each side. He’d done so more for show than function. The thinning trail of citizens who’d heeded their warning steered wide to avoid him, though they now ran at the warnings of the soldiers.

      “Archers, ready arrows,” he called to the marksmen above. “They’ll be too fast to strike from a distance. Save your bolts for when they will truly count.”

      The sensation of approaching blackness swelled. Though the moon shone clear in the sky overhead, it moved like an unnatural shadow across the city. He felt the inky darkness blanket everything in its path.

      “Make ready to close the gates,” Ryl yelled over his shoulder. There were a few still scrambling up the street toward them. How many would fail to reach the gates in time? How many would be butchered before the wall, arriving moments too late?

      Ryl felt the anger swell in his body at the thought. The streets to the west likely ran slick with blood already. The blades flared brighter in his hands.

      Between the growing shrill wails of the Horde and the agonized cries of men and women, a rumble arose. The sound of hooves pounding on the pavement grew from the east.

      Ryl called back to the soldiers manning the gate behind him.

      “Are there any yet to report in?” Ryl demanded.

      It took an intolerable few moments of thought as the soldiers confirmed with another behind the gate.

      “Aye,” the soldier responded, his eyes now wide with concern. “One patrol to the east has yet to report.”

      Ryl cursed under his breath as his eyes travelled down toward the intersection with the main road. The shrill scream of a woman broke the night. Though nothing more than a silhouette as she exited from behind the buildings to the west, her panic was evident. She made it only a few meters before a lanky blackened shadow struck. Her final scream was cut short as she was crushed to the ground.

      The horses rounded the opposite corner a moment later.

      Ryl scanned the area, dipping into the speed as he charged down the avenue. Several demons had separated from the black mass that still dominated the view of his mindsight. They were still further to the west, clogging the Kingsway with their blackened bodies. Several separated from the host, travelling up the side alleys. He’d need to be quick. Whether through design or luck, the few that cut through the side streets would likely flank him.

      If they got past him into The Stocks, the devastation would be extreme.

      The blackened body of the Horde abandoned the still body of its prey, lunging as the first of the riders passed by. The soldier’s sword swung harmlessly overhead. He was unprepared for the fleet enemy that fell upon his exposed side. He and his horse crashed to the ground, sliding across the pavement. The beast on their side tore off lethal chunks of flesh as they skidded to a stop. The harrier shrieked as his hold was dislodged as they careened into the building along the opposite corner of the intersection. The lantern hanging from the building above swung back and forth, disturbed by the jarring knock.

      A focused blast of wind from Ryl’s arm sent the demon toppling backward. Its light, swift body careened into the stone foundation of the building on the corner behind it. There was a sickening snap as its frame reached an abrupt, violent stop. Its head snapped backward, smashing into the stone base of the building, leaving a blackened stain of blood as it slumped to the ground.

      No investigation was needed to find life in either the woman or the guard who’d fallen prey to the lethal harrier. Blood pooled on the stones around the mangled bodies. The horse, blooded and fatally wounded in the attack, flailed wildly as it stumbled to its feet.

      “Ride now. The gates are closing,” Ryl yelled at the guards who’d wheeled their horses in defense of their fallen comrade.

      He whipped his head around to the west. A trio of harriers shrieked, their unfiltered rage leading the charge as they bore down on his position. His stomach lurched as his eyes witnessed the front of the blackened mass he’d viewed only in his mindsight. Thousands had crossed the river, yet Ryl knew countless more remained on the opposite side.

      The agony in his left arm continued to mount. He had yet to contemplate the peculiar happenings in the courtyard before the Estates. Ryl gritted his teeth as he hardened the woodskin over the appendage, hoping to alleviate at least some of the discomfort. The effect was mild compared to the pain, yet he welcomed any relief.

      The Horde approaching from the west were less than one hundred meters from his position. He could see with his mindsight, several small groups, no more than two or three each, branching off at each of the smaller alleys. Screams of fear ending in harrowing cries of pain rippled through the city.

      Ryl knew he could easily dispatch the small group approaching, yet his concern centered on the secondary groups sneaking around their flank. The alexen in his blood begged him to flee. His mind pondered the value of ending the lives of the closest. How many could he save if he was to cut them down now?

      It was the urging from the alexen and the common sense of the matter that won out in the end. Casting a final snarl at the incoming Horde, he turned back up the northern avenue. He could see the guards on the palisade and the few remaining in the square frantically urging the few remaining stragglers onward. The horses and riders stormed past, disappearing into the shadows under the gate.

      Ryl sprinted up the avenue, all the while keeping his phrenic senses locked on the positions of the Horde, who were now dispersing themselves across the city. There were several groups who appeared to hasten in his direction, eager to cut off his retreat. He slowed as he reached the last of the citizens escaping from the doomed city.

      The final pair were much older than him. They carried nothing with them save the walking sticks that aided both of their steps. The pair were dressed in apparel more suited for sleeping. They looked at him with fear in their eyes as they scrambled up the cobblestone alley toward the Pining Gates.

      Ryl positioned his body to the west of them, guiding the pair to the eastern side of the road. The Horde were getting close. The scratching of their jagged claws on the stone echoed through the shadows of the darkened alley they just passed.

      Unlike others he’d faced before, the pair that lunged at him from the shadows voiced battle cries as they attacked. He’d tracked them with his mindsight. Though he feigned ignorance for their benefit, he was prepared for their assault. The moment their blackened bodies cleared the shadows of the alley, he met their charge. The Horde had made the calculated decision to leap, to crush him from above. Likely fearing the lethal blades that remained passively angled toward the ground, they’d relied on the darkness to disguise their approach.

      The speed flowed through his veins as he sidestepped up the avenue. The closest harrier attempted to alter its trajectory, yet its actions amounted to nothing more than an awkward struggling in the air. As its head and shoulders passed, Ryl swung upward with his left arm. The burning blade hissed as it passed through the skinny body of the lanky demon with little resistance, severing the body in two. A blast of wind from his right hand lengthened the flight of the other demon, propelling it across the avenue. Its body flailed wildly, growling as it careened into the building on the opposite side. The crunch of bones turned his stomach.

      Ryl let go of the speed as he retreated up the avenue. He’d bought precious moments for the last remaining survivors. Soldiers from House Eligar rushed to meet them, lifting each one up while others daringly covered their retreat. He reached the edge of the square as Fay’s soldiers assisted the elderly couple, disappearing into the gate.

      Fear covered the faces of the brave troops who’d rushed out in assistance. None had likely battled anything in the entirety of their lives. Few were likely mercenaries, yet he doubted that there were more than a handful who’d experienced any sort of skirmish where blades met with other blades.

      The sight of the Horde and the ferocity of their attack had to be terrifying. Disheartening to even the heartiest soldier. They eagerly backpedaled, retreating toward the calls of their companions.

      The cracking of wood preceded the shower of debris that spewed from the final alleyway behind. A group of six harriers rushed into the avenue, their clawed feet casting a spray of sparks as they slid on the stone. Ryl continued backing slowly toward the gate as they scrambled to correct the direction of their charge. Behind him he heard the cries of relief as the last of the soldiers slipped through the crack in the closing gate.

      Blind with rage, the Horde charged him. There were none in his vision save the three that he’d spared in the intersection. His stomach churned as he noted the focus of their intentions. The screams that rose from the south were as nauseating as they were heart-wrenching. The beasts descended upon the backs of those fleeing for the port. The sharp crack of cannons echoed from the harbor as the few armed vessels fired on the demons that swarmed the city.

      Ryl screamed with anger as he called forth the speed once again. He charged the sluggishly moving demons with vicious intent. His burning blades were in constant motion as he danced between their slender, yet lethal bodies. Wherever he passed, blood flowed freely. Limbs were separated from their bodies. The battle was over in an instant.

      He surveyed his work with disgust.

      The blood. The death. The stench was sickening.

      A single harrier twitched, leveraging its torso up using the bloody stump of an arm. It glared at him with eyes that glistened with hatred. Its mouth opened; a gurgle, the preliminary sounds of a cry, bubbled up from its lungs.

      There was a twang, the snapping sound of a bowstring releasing.

      A single arrow smashed through the chest of the Horde. The momentum rolled the demon onto its back. A final, wet gurgle escaped its lips.

      Ryl looked up at the palisade. The archers along the line stood firm with arrows at the ready. A single bowman, hands shaking with nervousness, looked down upon his kill.

      Wails and shrieks of the mass of demons rose from the west.

      With a last glance over the city, Ryl darted through the narrow opening in the gate.

      The interior shook as the door slammed shut.

      Yet again, he found himself a captive inside The Stocks.
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      Andr shifted, repositioning his weight to alleviate the cramping that had risen in his lower legs. His perch on the tree overlooking the palisade had been comfortable at the start; however, the rough bark did nothing to foster the appeal. His back rested against the sprawling trunk of the tree.

      He pondered the blast that had lit the sky to the south. What had caused it? He grinned, shaking his head at the thought. Ryl had followed Kaep toward Cadsae Proper. Smoke was reportedly rising from one side of the city. A massive explosion seemingly rocked the other.

      He feared for the rest of the city. For the rest of Damaris if Kaep were harmed. Flashes of lightning streaked across the sky far to the southwest, though the winds that had preceded the storm had stilled, eerily similar to the atmosphere under the trees.

      After the blast, the troops manning the guardhouse had come alive. Likely many were roused from sleep by the blast. Andr counted the silhouettes of seven as they exited the stone structure, though he was unsure if more remained inside.

      The guardhouses extended two stories above the top of the palisade. A pair of tall, narrow slits opened on each side, allowing arrows to be fired from within. From his angle in the trees, he could see nothing more than the flicker of the light escaping from the interior. Darkened shadows blotted out the glow, hinting at the occasional patrols of those within.

      The investigation of the blast had been short-lived. Within moments, the guards had returned to the comforts of their tower. The solitary heavy wooden door closed with a muted thud.

      Andr had watched and listened, yet the only motion of the night was the sluggish procession of the moon and stars. He had time to ponder their predicament. Vox had returned with Le’Dral to their arboreal home. Andr desired to stay behind.

      In truth, there was a concrete sensation that beckoned him to stay. He attributed the feeling to the woods around him. His presence would not be missed for a few moments. Ladders would be needed to scale the wall, though at the moment, collecting food took precedence. Le’Dral and his officers could handle the logistics in the meantime.

      His focus was broken, distracted by an overwhelming feeling that pulsed from the tree itself. It was as if the bark tingled with energy, a force that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand tall. Andr rubbed a hand gingerly over the back of his neck as he turned to look over his right shoulder.

      He gasped as a figure appeared behind him. Instinctively, he reached for his sword. His muscles seized, locking themselves in place before more than a finger’s width of his blade cleared the sheath. A wave of calm washed over him. The limbs of the forest surrounding him rustled as they flexed, spreading the soothing emotion.

      “Da’agryn,” Andr gasped as his eyes adjusted to the wraithlike figure behind him. “Have you recovered?”

      The prophet’s body was opaque, far more than when he’d called forth the ghosts from the Erlyn’s midst. Its edges glowed with a soft green light, while the body offered few definitive details save his head.

      “Silence. You will listen.” Da’agryn’s voice was thin and airy. It whispered to him as nothing more than a breeze blowing through the trees around him. The outline of his nearly transparent mouth remained locked shut as the words rang in Andr’s ears.

      “Time is short, and the importance cannot be understated.” The prophet’s words were soft yet clear. “I fear the night may have no end. The balance has shifted too far. It will seek to snuff out the light that follows him wherever he travels.”

      Da’agryn’s body moved past Andr, floating further along the flattened branch. His feet had vanished, seemingly a part of the tree itself.

      “The unawakened, the ones they call tributes, have cleared the poison that held their true powers in check. With every drop removed from their bodies, they burn brighter. They attract attention, yet they are not ready. It is not man that you need to fear anymore.”

      His body stopped at the end of the branch. Da’agryn’s image faded a little more with every passing moment.

      “It’s a view that never gets old.” The voice was barely audible. Andr strained to hear.

      Da’agryn turned to face him. Though his image faltered, his pointed stare could be felt. “I see devastation beyond words. Death beyond measure yet hope still lingers. Do not give in to despair. From defiance comes salvation. You will be rewarded for your vigil.”

      The phrenic disappeared with a rustle of leaves.

      “Salvation?” Andr whispered to himself, squinting his eyes as he peered out into the moonlit landscape.

      “Nothing comes from there but death,” he muttered to himself.

      Though a wide swath of green still extended miles to the west, the vast expanse of land beyond was an arid, monochromatic waste. Few creatures moved without fear. The withering sensation permeated everything there. He knew all too well that the disorienting and harsh landscape offered little sustenance. Its true denizens offered little hope for survival.

      The soft mutter of conversation rang from the guard station to the north. A sliver of yellow light splashed out, lighting the section of walkway that stretched along the top of the palisade. A pair of guards, bows slung over their shoulders, walked casually from their post. The lead carried a torch, angling the flame out over the woods to their side. Their vision was trained to the east. Into the Erlyn.

      The patrol, though their eyes swept the trees for movement, was lazy. The noise of their conversation was far too loud. Between their volume, their torch, and the light that poured from the open doorway behind them, they illuminated their position for all to see.

      Andr shook his head as he slid carefully back against the trunk of the tree. His disgust for the lack of discipline among the guards had been ingrained long before his feigned allegiance to their cause. In his eyes, they were lazy, poorly trained, and generally a worthless bunch. Many succeeded through sheer bloodlust and brutality.

      A brilliant flash of light tracked across the sky to the west. The voluminous clouds were spreading far to the south, enveloping the stars overhead. A low whistle followed the dramatic show of light in the sky. The noise, though faint, continued long after the light had disappeared. Andr felt his body tense as the sound continued.

      The pair of guards stopped their patrol, turning their attention to the west. The long, droning note of the call spiked suddenly, ending with a high-pitched trill.

      Andr’s heart raced at the sound. Foreign and unexpected as it was, he knew that call.

      A high-pitched hum followed.

      Arrows.

      With flawless timing, the pointed tips punched through the backs of the patrolling guards. The torchbearer crumpled to the ground. The flame sputtered, sending out a shower of sparks, yet remained lit. The second wavered for a moment before toppling over the exterior edge of the palisade. A sickening crunch signaled that his body had found the ground below.

      Andr reached for his sword, rapidly judging the distance from the edge of the branch to the wall beyond.

      A gap of nearly five meters separated him from the walkway. With little runway, the leap would be perilous at best. The fall would be disastrous.

      A blinding streak of light lit the night. The jagged bolt emanated from the west, streaking upward from the ground. The jagged lance of energy slammed into the guard tower. The orange glow that issued from the slender windows flashed white for an instant. The middle of the tower flexed outward as the stone structure swelled. A deep rumble sounded as the concussive blast ripped the tower apart. There was a muffled scream from one of the unlucky inhabitants as the heavy stone debris sprayed in all directions. Andr shuffled back to the trunk of the tree as the fragments rained down into the forest. Nothing but smoke and rubble remained where the tower once stood.

      Andr judged the distance once again, his body itching to attempt the foolhardy leap. If only the branch were angled more toward the palisade, he could make it with relative ease.

      He stopped in his tracks as the thought spurred a tangible idea.

      Andr turned from the palisade, placing his head against the rough bark of the tree. He squeezed his eyes shut as he concentrated on the forest. Through his excitement, he struggled to focus his mind. The images he forced into existence were fragmented at best.

      A moment was all he could afford to stand. With effort, he wrenched his hand from the tree, falling backward onto the wide platform of the branch. His hand caught ahold of a slender vertical branch preventing him from toppling to the ground below. He gasped for breath as the effort expended left him winded and dizzy.

      He didn’t have long to wait, to ponder if his effort had been in vain.

      The leaves of the branch rustled around him as if a great wind had stirred their silence. Andr steadied his body, rolling onto his knees for balance as the limb shifted. The great tree groaned, issuing sharp snapping sounds as pieces of bark snapped with the motion. When the movement came to a rest, the branch had shifted its position, now running perpendicular to the wall. A shortened gap of only a meter remained.

      Without testing his weight on the extremities of the limb, Andr rushed forward. The branch sagged as he neared the end. With a clumsy leap, he propelled himself across the gap between the wood and the stone. Andr toppled forward as he landed on the cold, hard walkway, rolling to a stop along the railing of the wall. His hands were shaking with excitement as he cupped them to his lips, letting out a whistle.

      A period of intolerable silence followed.

      At last, his anxious wait was rewarded by a high-pitched note in response.

      Andr retrieved the torch from where it had fallen, moving eagerly to the outer wall. He leaned forward, holding the flame out over the edge, peering into the darkness below.

      The weak light traveled only a matter of a few meters. Far too short to light the ground far below. The shine of the moon and stars painted a vague and stark scene.

      Shadowed figures moved from the tree line. There was a single white spark, and a torch flashed to life, revealing its bearer.

      A commanding, gravelly voice, deep and low, broke the silence. He was cloaked with the hood still raised. His left arm was tattooed from shoulder to wrist. Blooming up from behind his shoulder was the handle of a massive weapon.

      “That is not the face I expected to see,” the man grumbled from under his hood.

      As he stepped forward, the flames of other torches sparked alight. The foliage on the western side of the palisade was far less dense than the heart of the Erlyn, which remained to the east. Though the gaps in the leaves gave no indication of details, it was evident that there was motion from underneath.

      Shadowed figures stepped from the trees by the dozens. Closest to the speaker, the four were cloaked like the first. The cloaked archers lowered their weapons.

      The speaker removed his hood, revealing the smiling face beneath.

      “It’s good to see you again, my friend,” the phrenic boomed.

      Andr felt the heat of excitement course through him. His smile grew uncontrollably.

      “Paasek.” He stumbled to form the overwhelming words as the emotion choked his voice. “How?”

      The phrenic laughed. His gravelly voice rumbled like thunder.

      “There will be time for that soon enough.” He laughed. “Is the wall clear?”

      Andr blinked his eyes as he worked to shake himself from his amazed stare. He surveyed the rubble of the guard tower to the north. Nothing moved. No sound emanated from the pile. Any guards who inhabited the tower were now entombed under the wreckage. To the south, several small pinpoints of light danced along the top of the palisade.

      Guards from the next towers hastened to investigate.

      “More come from the south,” Andr called down. “You have a few minutes at best.”

      Paasek nodded as he turned to his companion, quickly conferring with the group. The shadowed forms at his side stepped back, their figures swallowed again by the shadows of the woods. Paasek and a second cloaked phrenic strode forward.

      The phrenic councilor paused a meter from the edge of the wall. He reached down, collecting a pebble from the ground before him. With care, he polished the stone between his fingers, holding it up before his eyes, studying the details, though the dark of the waning night was still deep.

      He tossed the pebble over his shoulder, stepping forward to the base of the wall. He placed his hand against the palisade, bowing his head in concentration.

      From Andr’s view meters above, the intricate details were lost in the darkness of the night. The light from his torch failed to penetrate the darkness deep enough to illuminate more than the crude features below. The glint of light reflecting from the phrenic’s arms fractured as the composition of his skin seemingly changed. The smooth features hardened into jagged, crystalline ridges.

      Andr felt the palisade below his feet quake. He steadied himself against the stone railing as the wall around him shook. A rough sound of stone grating against stone accompanied the tremor. As quickly as it had started, the rumbling of the wall stilled.

      He peered over the railing, searching for the phrenic in the darkness. The second figure aided Paasek to his feet. The phrenic councilor stumbled as he attempted to hold himself upright. Andr stifled a gasp at the sight to the left of the phrenics.

      A thin protrusion, a little less than a meter wide, extended from the wall. At seemingly planned intervals, it rose steadily higher, forming a crude staircase, which stopped a meter from the peak of the palisade. Silently, the cloaked figures began ascending the stairs. Andr reached his hand out a moment later. His grasp was rewarded by the strong grip of a calloused hand.

      An instant later, the phrenic vaulted over the low railing of the wall. The hooded figure froze for a moment, its head scanning from side to side. Having learned the lost history of Damaris, Andr understood the reverence of The Stocks to the forgotten order. He remained silent as the warrior viewed for the first time the prison from which his ancestors had escaped.

      The phrenic slowly removed the hood that shadowed its face. The youthful exuberance written across the young man’s features was infectious. Andr couldn’t help but smile as he recognized the face of the phrenic before him.

      “Paelec,” Andr exclaimed as he pulled the phrenic into a brief, yet heartfelt embrace. “It’s good to see you again.”

      The phrenic nodded, greeting Andr with a clap on the shoulder and a smile before turning to assist the next body up the narrow staircase. Two phrenics were the next to mount the palisade. The first nodded subtly as it passed, bow at the ready with an arrow nocked. The second clapped him gently on the shoulder with its left hand, sure to keep its tattooed right arm far away from his body. Crackling barks of sharp white lightning rippled along the marked appendage held safely behind its back.

      They moved several paces to the south, kneeling in the shadows of the palisade’s walls, awaiting the approaching troops. The flickering lights of the torches grew closer. The silhouetted forms of the soldiers who charged in their direction resolved into view.

      Paasek was the next to mount the palisade, though his body required assistance as he was hoisted over the stone railing. Andr greeted the phrenic with a brief embrace as he topped the great wall. The sturdy man was gasping for breath. His chest heaved as he struggled for air. Andr felt for the usually stalwart phrenic. Having experienced the near debilitating fatigue that resulted from utilizing his newfound powers firsthand, he understood the disturbing ramifications. The phrenic was a giant when compared to most men. He doubled over at the waist, his hands on his knees as he gasped for air.

      “How are you here?” Andr gasped in amazement. His mind was rampant with questions. “I thought your skills were in the physical sect alone?”

      The twang of bowstrings snapped a hasty response. The flickering pinpoints of light from the approaching guards’ lanterns faltered. One sparked wildly as it bounced off the stone walkway. The other vanished over the western side of the wall.

      “As you can imagine, your silent departure from Vim spurred much debate among the citizens and councilors,” Paasek intoned. “Within days, the Horde, which had massed along the edge of the woods since Ryl’s appearance, departed.”

      From the crude stairwell, another phrenic hopped stealthily over the wall. The hooded warrior nodded at Andr before turning to assist another over the wall. A second phrenic landed silently on the narrow stone walkway.

      “I’ve lived a long time, my friend, yet the wonder of the alexen never ceases to amaze,” Paasek added between breaths. “To an extent, they have a will of their own. All have experienced the agitation since Ryl’s departure. The alexen has been disturbed. Frantic at times. Elemental work is a gift new to me.”

      Andr was startled by the admission. By human standards, the phrenic standing before him was ancient. He’d been raised with the powers of strength and a fortitude with the massive blade of his choosing. The addition of a second specialty was astounding. He felt for Paasek as the phrenic labored with the use of the new skill.

      From over the wall sounded hushed commands. Andr witnessed the forest come to life with activity as shadowed bodies streamed from the forest. He stared with amazement as one after the other they ascended the stairs.

      “How many?” Andr gasped.

      Paasek grinned as he replied. “Five phrenics and one thousand of the Vigil have come,” Paasek announced.

      Andr failed to hide the astonishment on his face. Also, the worry that quickly overtook the reaction.

      The phrenics at the wall helped the first of the Vigil over the stone railing. The soldier was short and stocky, yet powerfully muscled.

      “So many … what of Vim?” Andr inquired.

      “Vim will be well cared for,” came the commanding tone from the newcomer atop the wall. She strode quickly to join them, inclining her head to Andr. The long vertical scar that spanned her face, the seemingly permanently impassive scowl—he recognized her instantly.

      “Councilor Lenu,” Andr gasped.

      The councilor smiled, her gaze darting to Paasek. A knowing look passed between them. Though her face flashed an uncommon grin, Andr could see that it lacked any real substance. It was a hollow look, more for his effect. It was a pained response. Though he was sure nothing would be said of it, he could see the weight she carried in her frame.

      “Councilors no more,” she acknowledged. “As it was, our cycle was nearly at a close.”

      “We abdicated our seats,” Paasek interjected. “Those who joined us, the phrenics and the Vigil, did so willingly, yet not without careful consideration. We came with the understanding that many may never again step foot within the safety of Vim. Nonetheless, the city will be safe. The city will still thrive. There are enough to tend the fields. Enough Vigil to defend the walls. Enough phrenics to sustain the population.”

      Flashes of lightning in the distance lit the terrain with increasing intensity.

      “What of the Horde?” Andr asked, curious about their disappearance from Vim.

      “Their movements were peculiar. They fueled, in part, our decision to come.” Paasek sighed. “In the past, the demons moved without any subtlety or discretion. For ages, they skulked in the shadows. We’d see fleeting glimpses occasionally, a careless scout. Today they move without fear of discovery and in numbers not witnessed in a millennium. They forsake all else as if they’re drawn to a singular focus.”

      Lenu turned her gaze back to the southwest. The lightning flashes illuminated the terrain for a moment. Outside the remnants of the Erlyn Woods that ran alongside the base of the mountains, the rumpled hills were only dotted by occasional copses of trees. The fertile land had been considered lost, left to the wild grasses and shrubs.

      “They move for Damaris,” Paasek added. “As they were drawn to his presense in Vim, so too do they seek him out now. They come for Ryl. Look closely.”

      The mercenary strained his eyes into the dark, studying every feature he could distinguish. A massive bolt of lightning crossed the clouded sky, jumping through the billowing clouds parallel to the ground before vanishing as quickly as it had come.

      The subtle changes, to that point, had gone without notice. The ground along the horizon undulated like waves upon the sea. Far too distant to distinguish details, the sheer numbers were unfathomable.

      The wave moved to the east. Even in the darkness, he knew their destination.

      “Ryl,” he gasped.
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      Ryl’s eyes took a few moments to adjust to the darkness inside the gate. A blast of air pushed past as the mighty panel of the door slammed shut. The interior of the space was almost unrecognizable from when they’d last seen it. Though it had been less than half a day, it seemed like a lifetime ago.

      Work proceeded, unabated by his presence. Soldiers from House Eligar worked side by side with the newly displaced citizens of Cadsae Proper, securing the interior gate. Work was well underway on the section that had remained closed. Teams now hastened to secure the opposite side of the door. The thick wooden drawbar slammed back into place

      Large sections of timber, carted in from the deconstructed mess hall and stables, braced the door. Chunks of stone, charred from the blast that tore them from the stairs, supported the beams dug into the hard earth. The heavy chains that had once worked to maneuver the drawbar for the opposite doors had been repurposed. They were now strapped to stakes driven into the ground, preventing easy access for the doors to be pulled or forced open. The solitary door, once leading to the barracks, had been sealed shut by stone and debris.

      Ryl hastened from the interior chamber. The scent of ash still hung heavy in the air. The regularly sleepy village of Cadsae was abuzz with activity the likes of which the settlement had never before witnessed. Small groups of Fay’s soldiers helped corral the frightened citizens, directing them to the common houses and buildings that made up the ring of the village. Already the central square was packed to overflowing with bodies. The din of thousands of conversations, arguments, tears and orders intensified to a roar as he paused to take in the scene.

      At the moment, he was thankful for the commotion. The muted wails of death that pierced the night beyond the palisade would have driven most to madness.

      As work continued under the wall behind him, a contingent of troops hastily unloaded provisions from the city into the storehouse constructed along the palisade’s edge. Several wagonloads, likely the carefully rationed supplies brought from House Eligar, remained in their wagons, under strict guard.

      Along the side of the storeroom, a crude ladder had been constructed with understandable haste from the supplies they had at hand. The section reached to the gently sloped roof several meters above. The second, longer length gave access to the palisade beyond that. With the destruction of the stairs on the exterior of the wall, no convenient means of access existed.

      Aelin bounded up to him, breaking free from the confusion of the crowded square. Ryl was prepared for his embrace, though the youngster nearly barreled him over with the force of his approach. Breila followed several meters behind, though she walked with a visible limp. Someone had fashioned a makeshift sling for her right arm, which she held close to her breast.

      “You’re lucky to have made it out alive,” Ryl said as the madam reached his side.

      She smiled, looking at Aelin with wonder in her eyes.

      “If it weren’t for young Aelin, I’d have stood no chance,” she admitted, gently running her left hand down the boy’s cheek, resting it tenderly on his shoulder. “Though I have many friends and acquaintances that owe or are owed a favor, there is a small brotherhood to whom I owe my life. Of the three, only Andr is not present. Anything within my power to give is yours. All you have to do is ask.”

      Breila’s words were heartfelt. The sincerity was undeniable. He nodded subtly with a small smile.

      “Thank you, Breila. That I can consider you a trusted friend is payment enough for me,” Ryl argued. He saw the flash of annoyance cross her face; her lips puckered into a displeased pout. He continued before the words could escape her lips.

      “Though we are safe for the moment, stone and wood may not protect us forever,” Ryl admitted. “Our numbers here have increased substantially with those displaced this night. They’ll need a voice to guide them. I’m not one of them. Neither are Lord Eligar’s soldiers. Please be the words of guidance they will need.”

      Breila rolled her shoulders back. Her posture straightened as she perked up with the new sense of purpose and duty.

      “But first, I need to know about Fay,” Ryl urged. “Does he still live?”

      Breila placed a comforting hand on his shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “Aye, he too owes his life to you, as do all those inside The Stocks this night,” she added. “He’s in the clinic with his menders. Go. See him. I’ll await your command.”

      Ryl nodded as he started toward the clinic. He stopped himself abruptly, turning around and walking back to Breila’s side. He leaned in close, speaking quietly so that none around might overhear.

      “I want you to have a horse nearby at all times,” he whispered. “All that stands between us and the numberless armies of the Horde are walls of stone and doors of wood. If they should breach either, I want you to take Aelin and flee. Flee north. Follow the path until you reach the woods. Though you will see no one there, they will see you. You’ll find Andr there.”

      Ryl felt her body quiver at the cold candor of his voice. Her eyes darted to Aelin for a moment before meeting Ryl’s once again.

      “And what of you?” she whispered.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Ryl snapped. “I will not die easily.”

      Without another word, Ryl turned, rushing to the clinic with Aelin in tow.

      Fay’s troops had commandeered the use of the Master’s House and clinic for their own. A group of guards stood statuesque along the front steps, preventing access. Ryl made no attempt to slow. The soldiers parted before him without a word.

      He reached the low balcony in a single bound. As he crossed the threshold, his senses were bombarded by a deluge of memories. Many were unpleasant. He could still feel the sting of the master’s beatings. The vile taste of the rancid treatment forced upon him week after week threatened to turn his stomach. The building contained a feeling of hatred and oppression that over generations seemed to have penetrated the very wood of the walls. They held onto the emotion, letting it ooze out a tormenting trickle at a time.

      Some memories were pleasant, though bittersweet. He had spent a considerable amount of time here under the watchful care of Mender Jeffers. The honest mender had become a quiet ally before becoming a steadfast friend. He was perhaps the first non-tribute to earn that title inside The Stocks, though more, as unexpected as the first, would follow.

      The arrangement of the entryway was the same, down to the scant furniture. The single desk blocked the door to the Master’s quarters, the doorway behind, shut as always. Ryl turned to enter the clinic, greeting Averine at the door. The old man smiled yet said nothing as he brushed past.

      Ryl smirked as he entered the crowded clinic. Jeffers would have had a conniption if he’d seen the state of his meticulously organized clinic. The usually neat desk was a mess of scattered papers and implements. A chair along the outside wall was toppled on its side. Bloodied rags lay in a heap on the floor.

      Ryl breathed a sigh of relief as he saw Fay sitting upright in the first bed. A team of menders worked diligently on the young lord. His left arm was covered with a clean dressing, while a mender worked to stitch the wicked gash cut across his abdomen.

      A small smile tugged up on the corners of Fay’s lips as he noted Ryl’s entry. A soldier, chest heaving with excitement, worked to give a report. None moved to stop him as he approached.

      “They’ll arrive by morning,” the soldier finished as Ryl stopped along the foot of the bed.

      “Thank you, Cortlan,” Fay commented, offering a rough salute. “You’ve done well. Get some rest. We’ll need you fresh in the morning.”

      “Aye, sir,” the soldier responded, giving a formal salute before turning away. He paused as his gaze fell on Ryl. The look on the soldier’s face sent an uneasy chill down Ryl’s spine. He’d experienced that expression far too many times. The unrestrained awe was uncomfortable. Luckily, the words caught in the soldier’s mouth, and he retreated from the clinic before attempting to speak again.

      Ryl had no time or patience for revelry.

      “Thanks, are in order, Ryl,” Fay announced with a smile. A moment later, he whistled as he sucked in air through gritted teeth as the mender finished the stitch. The man carefully began wrapping a clean dressing around his abdomen.

      “I did not come here for thanks, my friend,” Ryl added. “Though I’m glad I arrived when I did. It was luck that saved you, not I. I’m happy to see that they were able to stitch you back together.”

      Fay chuckled at the barb, though the look on his face showed that he immediately regretted the decision.

      “There is little time for conversation, I’m afraid,” Ryl added. “The city is lost. The Horde clog the Kingsway and alleys. Cadsae Proper will be a graveyard by morning. They will turn their attention on us before long.”

      Fay’s head slumped as his gaze fell to the ground. He was silent for a moment before responding.

      “I can hear the screams,” he whispered. “Is there nothing we can do to assist?”

      Ryl shook his head. His answer, though cold, was firm.

      “No,” he responded. “We gave them a choice. Many chose to ignore it. Had the phrenics still walked this kingdom, perhaps they would have seen sooner. No, my friend, with the assets we have at hand, there is nothing we can do.”

      Fay nodded slowly. He tested the wounds, taking a slow regiment of larger and larger breaths.

      “Perhaps the news I just received will buy us more time,” he added. “The scout who just left owes you his life. I understand you reached them before the Horde finished the job. He brings word that the army of the king approaches faster than we anticipated. The cavalry waits several miles from Cadsae Proper. The remainder will likely join them by morning.”

      Ryl considered the prospects for a moment.

      “The armies of man outside this gate are no longer a concern to us,” Ryl added. “They’ve thankfully no experience with the beasts who clawed their way from the Outlands. In the open, it will be a massacre. They will thin the ranks of the demons by hundreds, yet in the end, the numbers will not amount to any appreciable difference.”

      His mind was distracted by a separate question. One that begged thought. The appearance of the armies of the Outlands had been a surprise. He’d known they’d come, yet it was a shock seeing them work in concert with the Lei Guard.

      With the king.

      If the beasts followed orders from the throne, the kingdom had just granted clemency for the murder of an entire city. The king had sanctioned the destruction. Would the demons fall upon the human army of the kingdom as they had with any flesh and blood that crossed their path? Or would the Lei Guard hold sway enough to prevent the killing?

      If the latter was the case, why hadn’t they prevented the Horde from ravaging Cadsae Proper?

      “We shall see how it plays out soon enough, I’m afraid,” Ryl added. “Who commands your troops?”

      “His name is Cipri,” Fay added without pause. “Last I heard, he was atop the palisade.”

      “The disposition of your troops will matter before long,” Ryl said. “I’m afraid your men will soon find themselves faced by enemies without and within.”

      “Cadsae Proper had close to ten thousand in reserve from my last report,” Fay acknowledged.

      “Aye.” Ryl nodded. “Though that number has thinned a bit, they still remain inside The Stocks. Word needs to reach them from the citizens here of the horrors that have befallen the city. They’ll not likely see you as an invading force, but as the unlikely defenders of Cadsae Proper. They need to know what lies outside these walls. We’ll likely need their support. We’ll need their bows. And blades.”

      Fay nodded. The mender had finished wrapping his stomach. The clean white dressing covered from his waist to under his armpits. He rose gingerly from the cot. A second mender assisted him, carefully working his arm into the sleeve of a clean shirt. The bloody, torn rags of his previous lay scattered on the ground by his feet.

      “At the moment, they have no quarrel with you or your men,” Ryl said. “They hunted me. They learned to fear me. They need to witness the horrors that await them beyond the gate.”

      “I’ll see it done,” Fay agreed. “What will you do?”

      Ryl thought for a moment. His mind ran the various scenarios in his head. There was a part of him that wanted to run. To abandon those lives here along the walls, as many had abandoned him and so many others as children. They’d turned a blind eye to the plight of the tributes, why now couldn’t he? The walls would hold. The gate would hold, yet not forever. Sooner or later one or the other would be breached. The ground would run with rivers of blood.

      A whisper, dark and foreign, begged for it to be so. He struggled to tamp down the voice. The alexen surged through his body, overpowering the barbaric desire.

      The familiar heat lit in his veins. He could feel the press of the blackness on his senses. The Horde grew close. The Lei Guard were out there, yet where he could not pinpoint.

      The king was out there.

      Elias was somewhere beyond these walls. As was Leiroth.

      As was Kaep.

      Though she had faded from his vision, he refused to believe that she was lost. Had her death been near him, he knew he would have felt it. Ryl couldn’t understand how or why she had faded so abruptly. He’d scanned with his mindsight, yet he’d found no trace of her signature. The approaching blackness covered everything to the south. Only Aelin showed yellow in his vision.

      He felt the anger swell inside him as the alexen cried out for justice.

      “I’ll be needed on the palisade,” Ryl answered. “Where the stairs once stood lies the weakness. It is a gap that can be crossed, though it will be hard fought. I fear that they’ll throw themselves against it until the dead pile so high they can walk across.”

      Fay looked distraught. He shooed the mender off, finishing securing the buttons that held his shirt.

      “Is there hope?” he asked quietly.

      Ryl smiled, letting the emotion flow from him over the lord. It was the same feeling that had kept him going for cycles. That carried him through the wastes of the Outlands.

      “Aye, my friend,” he said. “There is always hope.”

      With a nod, Ryl stalked from the room. Aelin, who’d remained silent through the exchange, followed in tow. Averine no longer stood in the doorway.

      He moved quickly upon exiting the clinic, angling toward the storeroom by the Pining Gates. He motioned to Aelin as he walked.

      “I’m going to the palisade,” Ryl said. “I need you to go to Breila. Stick by her and Fay. If this wall or gate is breached, you need to lead them to the Erlyn.”

      Aelin looked distraught. He opened his mouth to argue. Ryl interrupted him before he could speak.

      “You promised me you would trust in me. That you’d follow my orders. Do you remember that?” Ryl asked rhetorically. “I aim to hold you to that vow. If the Pining Gates fall, you will flee.”

      His voice was stern. He stopped, dropping to a knee, taking the young man by the shoulders.

      “I do not intend to throw my life away,” Ryl said. The tone had softened as he reassured the boy. “The city outside these walls is dying. There are untold thousands more who failed to heed our warning. If the Horde chooses to move beyond Cadsae Proper, there is nothing that can be done to slow their destructive wrath.”

      Ryl saw the gears turning in Aelin’s mind as the words struck a chord. He understood the struggle all too well, for he too had felt the same way. The internal turmoil was powerful. It tore at his insides as his heart battled with his mind.

      “This world has wronged you in ways that are beyond comprehension,” Ryl continued. “When you look beyond these walls, you see only darkness. You see only the hatred that sentenced you to this life. I felt like you did for cycles. Believed it was merely the way things were. The world outside these walls is complex. In here, there is but one way. We work, or we are punished. Outside, life is not so clearly defined. I’ve seen hatred the depths of which rival the most destitute The Stocks have ever witnessed. In the same breath, I’ve seen hope. I’ve witnessed self-sacrifice. I’ve seen compassion in volumes to know that there are those out there who would not see us in chains.”

      “Then why do they do nothing?” Aelin quizzed.

      It was a question to which Ryl had no answer, though he’d contemplated it long and hard.

      “I’ll not lie and tell you I know the answer to that,” he admitted. “There is likely no one way. Every one of us, while we share our similarities and differences, are flavored by our own perspective. Though I cannot condone their actions or likely forgive them for what they’ve done, I’ll not willingly see them all slaughtered.”

      Aelin lowered his head, his shoulders slumped.

      “And I’ll not give up on the ones I’ve travelled to the ends of the world and back to see free,” he reassured the wavering tribute. “Nor the ones I promised to bring home. Go now. Find Breila.”

      Aelin wrapped his arms around Ryl. His grip was suffocating yet showed a concerned level of restraint. Ryl was in awe of the sheer strength that had blossomed in the young tribute since the poison had burned from his veins.

      Ryl separated himself from the iron embrace of Aelin, surveying the small village that swelled with the population of the city. A wave of nostalgia surged through him as he catalogued the buildings that had comprised his home for cycles. There was a small blackened char on the last common house along the edge of the main road. The fire had been so small, yet had played a pivotal role in the twisted course of his life. His eyes settled on Breila casually making her way through the crowd, greeting those around her with a commonality that he found both alluring and alarming. Ekard walked at her side.

      Most who passed him gave him a wide berth, though their stares were poorly veiled. Breila moved steadily in his direction as soon as she saw the pair standing in the square.

      “Remember what I told you,” he whispered, patting the youngster on the back, pushing him gently toward the approaching woman. “Get some rest. I’ll see you again soon.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he turned and stalked back toward the gates. He moved with purpose. Those who noted his coming scurried from his path as he stormed by. His mood had soured with the thoughts of what had become. With what was to come.

      He’d followed Elias, trailing the fleeting glimpses, more notably the feeling toward the south. Had he been too blinded by sheer emotions that he’d failed to recognize the logic. The appearance of the Horde was something he’d never have envisioned. He’d been led blindly into their trap.

      He could feel the noose tightening with every passing moment.

      The throbbing pain in his left arm intensified with every step closer to the wall. The wicked voice that whispered in his ear seemed to relish his discomfort. Its call for bloodshed, for carnage, grew to a scream as it rattled inside his skull. He tapped into a drop of the speed that flowed through his veins, quickening his pace and thankfully dulling the foreign roar.

      Ryl reached the ladder built along the edge of the large storeroom, ascending without interruption. He scrambled up the slanted roof. The footing was slick. Thin boards had been nailed down in parallel strips, allowing for some measure of footholds. The second ladder extended from just below the opposite side of the peak to the palisade above. The angle wasn’t as steep, yet the climb was precarious. He found himself in a rough crawling position, propelling himself upward using his hands and feet. Workers labored below, hammering supports into the rickety structure.

      Finding his footing atop the southern palisade, Ryl took an instant to view the surroundings. Only days before, the southern palisade had teemed with spectators, revelers eager to witness this cycle’s Harvest pulled from within. The wall now bristled with anxious energy. Soldiers, invading soldiers, marred the walls, eyes trained on the city without.

      He looked to the east. The pulsing glow of the fires that tore through the East Ward still raged seemingly unchecked. Thick clouds of smoke billowed into the sky. The occasional flame was visible even from where he stood.

      The air this high up was thick with the acrid smell of smoke. The swirling breeze from the sea brought with it a complex variation in aromas. His eyes burned one moment, only to be washed clean with a crisp tang of salt. An instant later, the foul hints of death and rot, the odor of the Outland Horde, churned his stomach.

      Ryl stopped the first soldier walking past.

      “Where can I find Captain Cipri?” Ryl asked the startled warrior.

      The man was young, perhaps no older than his early twenties. Ryl had no concept of what his life had been like leading up to this moment. What had led him to this juncture atop the palisade? Was it for the love of his lord? Love of his family? The hatred of the Ascertaining Decree or the kingdom as a whole? Was he merely seeking a life of adventure?

      The soldier stared at him for a moment, his head cocked slightly to the side as he attempted to peer into the darkness beneath Ryl’s hood. His face showed only a hint of fear, though he’d seen the demons who lurked beyond the wall.

      “Cipri is this way,” he said, pointing further to the west, above the center of the Pining Gates’ mouth. “Follow me. He’ll be interested to meet you.”

      Ryl followed the soldier along the palisade. He spied broken views of the city below between the marksmen who lined the peak. Sparkles of moonlight glinted off the waters of the sea in the distance.

      His escort stopped abruptly, saluting the soldier who stood against the wall. The captain leaned heavily on his arms, looking out over the city with calculating eyes. He raised himself to his full height. His lean figure was taller than Ryl expected, standing well over a head higher than himself.

      “Thank you, soldier,” he grumbled. “Carry on.”

      With a final look at Ryl, his escort retreated, hastening on to whatever task he’d been pursuing before the interruption.

      Unlike the previous younger soldier, the appearance of the captain spoke of one well versed in the art of battle. It was less about the scars that marked the exposed skin of his arms and face. The man carried himself with a confidence and poise that was unrelenting. He seemed entirely at home atop the wall, surrounded by the human implements of war.

      “Lord Eligar failed to disclose that fighting abominations from myths would be part of our duty,” he grumbled. “The name’s Cipri. It’s a pleasure to meet you finally, Ryl. Yours is a name well respected, spoken of with a hushed reverence by those in the know. It now spreads through the kingdom. I see the wild selflessness that Andr referred to. Thank you for saving them.”

      Ryl nodded. He was eternally uncomfortable with the position that had been forced upon him. The weight levied on his shoulders was crushing, yet, as with his station in life to this point, he would take it as it came.

      “I will not be able to save them all, Captain,” he admitted, hopeful to level the impossible expectations before they were heaped upon his shoulders. The captain closed his eyes for a moment, nodding his head subtly in reply.

      “Have they made attempts at the wall?” Ryl asked, thankful to change the subject.

      He’d seen nothing but scattered hints of the shadowed signatures of the Horde with his mindsight to this point. Though a few strayed close, they generally avoided the palisade. He moved to the stone railing, taking position beside the captain, casting his vision out over the city.

      “No,” he responded. “They gather along the Kingsway and avenues, yet few have moved closer to the gate.”

      Ryl’s stomach churned as he announced the likely answer.

      “We are prey to them,” Ryl offered. “For the moment, they have us cornered. There is no retreat from this position. Once they’ve finished with the city, they’ll turn their attention to these walls.”

      The shatter of glass preceded a gut-wrenching scream. A solitary female voice wailed with agony. It carried on, echoing over the city, ending in a feeble whimper. The yips and howls of the Horde thankfully drowned out the sounds of the slaughter that likely commenced.

      Ryl closed his eyes, squeezing his fingers into the cold stone of the wall. The anger poured through him. He fought the urge to leap from the walls, to rush headlong into the streets. He felt the need to use his powers, to command his skills to cut down all in his path. The Kingsway churned with motion, though the forms were nondescript. Occasional shadowed figures sprinted from the pack, disappearing into the shadows of the alleys. The mass seemed to stop at the intersection of the road and avenue leading to the Pining Gates.

      “It’s a feeling we all share, Ryl.” Cipri spoke quietly. “We could use more arms. More soldiers to man the wall. More archers to pick apart their ranks.”

      Ryl shared the sentiment with the captain. They stood at a precarious disadvantage. The wall would hold, as would the gate, yet for how long?

      He sighed as he looked outward, running his vision over the ill-fated city. To his right, fires ravaged the run-down East Ward. The gritty, hardworking underbelly of the city crumbled as its foundations were turned to ash. To the west, a writhing sea of death choked the streets, filling every inch with their hatred. The screams of those who chose to remain in their homes had grown disturbingly irregular. There were likely few left.

      Further toward the Outlands, far beyond the garrison, the dry storm still raged. Bolts of lightning flashed, each illuminating, if only for a brief instant, the predicament they were in. More blades and bows would help, though they’d likely be for naught. They’d need an army of phrenics, which at the moment didn’t exist. The tributes, though they’d likely woken from the ravages of the poison-induced sickness, would be of little aid in the face of the coming darkness.

      Better that they weather this storm in the safety of the Erlyn Woods. There they’d be safe.

      Ryl looked at the captain, confessing what he’d spoken to Fay.

      “Captain, there is an army, nearly ten thousand men strong, approaching from the rear,” Ryl offered. “The might of the Cadsae Proper guard is trapped inside The Stocks. If it’s men you want, they are there.”

      “Will they fight for us or against us?” Cipri quizzed.

      Ryl thought for a moment before responding.

      “Given the options, their choice will be an easy one,” Ryl answered plainly. “Many who served here likely had family within the city. Many who will not be counted among the survivors here. You will not be an invading army to them, but a savior of what few people you could. They’ll fight, with the vengeance of a demon.”

      “I’ll send riders now,” he added as he turned to issue the command.

      Ryl placed a hand on his shoulder, halting his retreat.

      “Save the horses, my friend,” Ryl said, pointing to the guard tower silhouetted against the orange glow of the burning city to their east.

      “Light the signal fires.”
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      Ryl watched from his position atop the palisade as the first of the signal fires burst to light. The dry tinder there had been soaked with a heavy dose of oil. He knew it would take but a single spark to ignite the blaze. The flames erupted skyward. The tower was soon glowing like a beacon in the fading night.

      Ryl watched impatiently, scanning the darkness for signs of a response. What felt like an eternity was likely only a matter of minutes. A flame from the next tower in the row answered the call. Across The Stocks, fires burst to light one after the other. The army, wherever they were encamped, would see them. He hoped the fractured leadership of the group would respond with haste.

      Time was running short.

      He turned his attention back to the city outside the palisade. His brief respite from battle was likely to collapse at any moment. No mindsight was needed to note the sluggish approach of the Horde. They choked the streets, overflowed from the alleys, spreading ever closer to the Pining Gate. From above the sky rained paper-thin fragments of ash and glowing embers. It blanketed the city in an unneeded, ominous layer of foreboding.

      The patience of their approach was alarming. Their numbers were already far greater than any army man could hope to deploy. Ryl looked down the line of archers spread to each side of his position. Arrows bristled from hundreds of bows, ready to fire at a moment’s notice. Even with several quivers full of arrows at their disposal, they would be tragically short. Even if every arrow felled a single demon, they would need millions more.

      Like the battle at the Prophet’s Tree, something felt amiss. The demons of legend were nothing more than mindless killing machines, built for the sole purpose of death. Their advance now was measured, affected by conscious thought. They had waited for commands at the great tree.

      Who or what commanded them now?

      Through the darkness it was difficult to determine the composition of the group. The stragglers and impatient runners who’d broken from the mass were long and lean. Their lanky bodies easily identified them as the harriers. Built for speed, they were light yet lethal. Ryl peered into the gloom. He noted none of the powerful banes among the group.

      With their combined mass, harriers could eventually force their way through the gate. It was more likely that they’d utilize the bodies of their dead as a ladder, climbing ever higher until they spilled over the wall. The muscular bane could crush the sturdy gate if given free charge.

      In truth, little was known about their social structure. The common assumption was that strength demanded obedience. The harriers obeyed the bane. Who then controlled them?

      Ryl’s thoughts flashed back to the fleeting vision of the black-cloaked figure, the last to flee after the destruction of the tree. Its presence and identity was a mystery. He rubbed his left arm again, letting the alexen surge for a moment, dulling for a moment the consistent pain.

      “What do they wait for?” The voice behind Ryl broke him from his momentary introspection. Fay moved to join him at the wall. Cipri followed close at his heels.

      Ryl nodded in greeting as the lord leaned forward, resting his elbows on the barrier. Fay let out an audible sigh.

      “Not what you expected to find?” Ryl asked rhetorically.

      “Not in my wildest dreams, or nightmares.” He sighed. “What is there to do in the face of such numbers? Even were we to run, the woods are some fifty miles to the north. Those on horseback might outrun the charge. The others …” His voice trailed off.

      “You could have stayed in Cantros,” Ryl prodded the brooding lord.

      “Aye, that I could have,” Fay added. “Gencep would never have allowed it. Seems our last voyage failed to satiate his appetite for adventure. I had to curse him to remain in my stead. Nonetheless, he is needed to run the day-to-day business of my house. Aye, we could have stayed, though that wouldn’t be the right thing to do, now would it?”

      Fay looked questioningly at Ryl for a moment.

      “Neither would running now, I suppose,” Fay added.

      “There is always hope,” Ryl offered.

      Fay snorted a laugh, a sarcastic whoop that he failed to contain.

      “What hope do you see, my friend?” Fay quizzed. “Do we await the charge of the king’s army? It’s their lights I see to the east if I’m not mistaken.”

      Ryl scowled at the advancing Horde, scanning with his mindsight. The view was like a storm cloud blotting out the sun. A steady sheet of darkness blocked his vision. The great mass moved toward the wall, though their eastern expansion seemed to halt at the avenue leading to the Pining Gates. In the distance, clearly visible, was the vanguard for the king’s army, yet they remained unmolested. He grimaced at the intensifying pain.

      “Your scouts were likely not mistaken,” Ryl added. “If anything, I’d have counted on them to buy us a measure of time. They may still.”

      “They’ll be washed away by the sea of darkness,” Fay growled, “if they are not already consumed by it. So, tell me again, what hope is there?”

      Ryl pondered the thought for a moment. Perhaps in Fay’s words lay the truth to the patience of the Horde. The Blessing of the King, the precious elixir harvested from the lifeblood of the tributes, granted those in the king’s favor extended life. What was the true cost of their fealty? Had they sold themselves into a sort of self-imposed slavery? Was this the true purpose all along? Had Leiroth not been satisfied ruling over men alone?

      Hope?

      Hope was not here in Damaris.

      Hope remained in the mountains far to the west.

      In Vim.

      “I returned to The Stocks to free the tributes,” Ryl whispered. “That focus still remains. They are my hope. My hope that with the attention focused here, they can flee. That they can reach the only safe haven left for them. I wanted to spell the doom of the Ascertaining Decree, though that likely matters not anymore. Once the Horde are released on the kingdom, none will survive for long.”

      Ryl stood tall as the rush of alexen surged the heat through his veins. The brightening pink hues of the horizon to the east signaled the coming of the morning sun.

      “I’ll not abandon them,” he growled. “Just as I’ll not abandon you.”

      The approaching wave of the Horde halted at the edge of the courtyard. The sharp grating of teeth gnashing together rattled in the distance. The gentle breeze did little to waft away the horrific odor of death.

      Ryl waited as the sea of approaching demons stalled. Behind the initial line that stood firm before the edge of the courtyard, the avenues and alleyways filled with the press of blackened bodies.

      “What do we do now?” Fay inquired.

      “We wait,” Ryl added. “Any delay will bring us closer to light. Will bring the hope of more archers for the walls. More bodies to shore the gate.”

      Fay nodded his head in acceptance.

      “They will see the enemy more clearly. Will not our archers be able to pick off the demons with greater accuracy in the light? What do they wait for?” Fay continued, the questions rolling from his lips without allowing the time for an answer.

      Ryl thought back to his time among the Outlands, before the sickness robbed the lucidity of conscious thought. The Horde had followed them for days. At first, they were but shadows in the darkness. Night after night they grew bolder, their harassment more intense. They waged a psychological war against him and Andr, forcing them into a destination of their choosing.

      The assault only began in earnest once they had corralled their prey into the perfect position, under the precise circumstances.

      “When they stalked us in the Outlands, they used surprise. They never showed themselves until it was too late,” Ryl thought aloud. “When they attacked us in the forest, they only sprang their trap when we’d extended beyond where we could escape. Even with numbers on their side, they toy with their prey, wearing it down. They feed off the fear, the hopelessness of their assault. They want us to see the overwhelming odds.”

      Ryl looked down the line of soldiers standing ready atop the wall. His eyes travelled behind them, to the civilians who’d sought safety behind the mighty stone wall.

      “Fay, they need to move,” Ryl cursed. “Any with the strength to walk needs to move now. Send them north. The main road leads to one destination, the last outpost in The Stocks.”

      “That’s fifty miles from here,” Fay gasped.

      “Aye, it will not be an easy task,” Ryl agreed. “There is an army between here and there to help. If these walls are breached, they will die. Any head start they can get may mean the difference between life and death.”

      Fay contemplated the message for a moment. His pose was one of resilience, yet Ryl witnessed the cracks in his foundation. The steadfast determination faltered, giving way to acceptance and bitter defeat. He looked at the brightening skyline to the east.

      “Will a few hours matter?” he groaned.

      Ryl shrugged his shoulders in response.

      “We’ll see,” was all he could muster for a reply.

      Fay’s hesitance waned as his conviction rekindled anew. The young lord, spurred to action, moved eagerly among his troops, issuing the orders to clear the city of all those who couldn’t or refused to bear arms. They were given the chance to stand and defend themselves, to defend their loved ones who remained by their side or flee further into The Stocks. Some were eager to stay.

      Most fled willingly.

      Ryl remained watch atop the palisade. The retreating darkness revealed more details of the demons who stood watch at the edge of the courtyard. Jagged claws were now distinguishable from the shadowed mass that waited with a disturbing patience. Lord Eligar’s troops, to their credit, remained firm in their watch.

      “Captain,” Ryl beckoned, for he knew the man had not strayed far once Fay had taken his leave. The veteran was at his side in moments.

      “Have your men rotate rest now,” he ordered. The captain immediately furrowed his brows in confusion. “Do not let them wander from their posts. I expect the Horde to hold firm. I fear we have a long standoff before us.”

      The captain, though hesitant, followed orders. Along the line, soldiers slumped down where they stood, finding the first piece of open wall to rest their backs.

      Ryl followed suit. He cast a cautious glance at the Horde before crossing the narrow walkway, leaning his back against the stone railing. He slid down the cold, rough stone wall, pulling his knees up toward his chest. He focused, scanning the area again.

      The approach of the Horde remained stagnant. They waited. Their cue would likely be noticeable.

      Ryl knew his mindsight would alert him. His body would sound the alarm far before Lord Eligar’s sentries would need the assistance. The gates would hold.

      For the first time, he realized how tired he truly was. It had been just shy of two days, and he’d slept but a few moments. Even with the worry of momentary attack, he was asleep the moment he closed his eyes.
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      A gentle tap on his shoulder stirred Ryl from his slumber. Fay kneeled in front of him. Splotches of color had begun returning to his face. His cheeks were rosy, while the rest of his complexion remained alarmingly pale.

      “You’ll want to see this,” he muttered, stifling a large yawn. “At least they granted us a moment of peace.”

      Ryl was on his feet in an instant, his mindsight firing unbeckoned. The black mass remained at a standstill. The solitary golden glow far behind him signaled that Aelin likely still slumbered. He turned quickly, fast enough to assist Fay back to his feet.

      The deep violet of the night sky had been replaced by the light pink of the early morning. He shot a quick glance to the east. The entire sun had cleared the horizon if only by moments. The dilapidated village of Cadsae was again eerily deserted. The sun, low in the sky, cast long, heavy shadows from the east, blanketing much of the usable area in darkness. It was as if night in the village refused to give way to the coming dawn. Lord Eligar’s troops were not alone. Judging by the lingering cloud of dust to the north, many had chosen to flee as instructed. The stragglers milled around the earthen square. Ryl turned his vision to the south. Toward Cadsae Proper. The mass of Horde that greeted him was as impressive as it was terrifying.

      The effect of waiting for daylight was profound. The panic took on various forms atop and behind the palisade.

      The absence of visual cues would have likely given way to the torment of imagination. Few had seen the Horde close enough to truly grasp the grotesque viciousness of their beings. What diabolical creatures had their minds conjured?

      None could have envisioned the horrors that now stood before them.

      The sea of darkened shapes had blotted out the lighter grey hues of the city’s avenues at night. The demons now resolved with terrifying clarity. Uncoordinated row upon row of the lanky harriers pressed in close quarters. Early morning sunlight sparkled off the fetid moisture that coated the bared, razor-sharp teeth. Their daggerlike claws twitched in anticipation. The entirety of the mass seemed to seethe with excitement over the coming massacre. Their numbers seemed to swell from behind, though their approach stopped curiously at the opposite edge of the square.

      Ryl stepped forward until his knees touched the stone wall before him. The sun rose from the east, illuminating a city half smoldering, half drenched in blood. Ryl looked down upon the streets of Cadsae Proper with complete and utter revulsion. The captain remained where he’d last seen him. He wondered if the man had moved through the fleeting hours of the night.

      “They remained quiet throughout the night.” The captain’s voice was hushed, haunted. “After the last of the screams from the city stopped, they fell silent.”

      He turned to the captain as the man spoke, noting the startling change in his demeanor since the evening. Looking beyond the man, his soldiers fared no better. Many shook visibly. The fear written across their features was telling.

      Ryl’s vision darted to the motion to the southeast. The Kingsway leading into the city was teeming with activity. A dense formation of cavalry led the way, guiding tens of thousands toward the city. From the distance, the thunder of their boots on the ground was still but a low rumble.

      The king’s army had entered the fold.

      To the west, the last traces of the storm dotted the sky, thinning as it spread far to the south. The ground below seemed to have absorbed the darkness from the previous night. As far as his eyes could see, the open avenues of the city, the terrain of the Estates and beyond, swarmed with a sea of blackened bodies. The sheer numbers were staggering.

      In the myths of his childhood he’d heard tales of the army so large it blanketed all that could be seen in a writhing layer of black. In the experiences of Caprien, he’d witness but a fraction of their size, though the numbers were daunting. Though he knew more of the truth, could feel it through the combined experiences of the alexen within his blood, the reality far exceeded his imagination.

      “The Horde, it’s as if they pay no attention to their approach,” Fay gasped.

      Ryl squinted his eyes as he glared into the distance. There at the center of the formation, the vanguard of the army, was the answer to Lord Eligar’s musing.

      A group of seven rode at the head. Black cloaks flapped in the sea breeze as they marched onward.

      “The Lei Guard commands the king’s forces,” Ryl growled.

      The whisper from within assaulted his senses as it forced itself upon his thoughts.

      It called for blood.

      For a massacre.

      With it came a subtle hint of fear that startled Ryl with its presence. A melancholy so potent it was nearly debilitating. It was desperate.

      Devastating.

      It was hopeless.

      There was more, something off to the sensation. None who stood atop that wall could look upon the sights before them, including Ryl, without fear. He was terrified. The odds were overwhelming. Yet, beneath the dark, desperate feelings was a hint of something unexpected.

      Longing.

      The emotion was so out of place, so sinister. Its appearance was an anomaly. It disguised itself among the dark emotions yet illuminated the true intent. Ryl cursed himself for a fool.

      Without a moment’s hesitation he scanned the surrounding area with his mindsight. He viewed the city through the lenses of both eyesight and his phrenic abilities. There, hidden among the first buildings on either side of the alley, was the cause. Disguised as the subtle fading of the dense blackness of the Horde, the charcoal wisps of shapes had gone unnoticed.

      Their attack had been so subtle, so gradual, he’d failed to note their assault. Lei Guard, under the cover of night and the overwhelming darkness of the Horde, had crept to the front. They waited, holding the Horde in check. Secreted away inside the relative security of the houses that bordered the edges of the courtyard, he couldn’t distinguish their numbers. Their gradually swelling attack was no longer a mystery.

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment, focusing on the alexen in his veins. He begged for their forgiveness for what he was about to do. For what he was unable to accomplish. He had set out to save them all. The tributes who’d languished in The Stocks for far too long were free. He’d failed the tributes who’d been corrupted into the Lei Guard. He knew he’d not be able to save them all.

      The alexen rushed through his veins, beginning with its familiar warmth. The calm that flowed in its wake was a balm to the dread of what was to become.

      The alexen understood what must be done.

      Ryl focused on the most potent feeling he could picture. It had brought him from the depths of darkness before. He’d call on it once again.

      Hope.

      He exhaled a slow steady breath as he let the emotion flow from his body. He pushed the wave out to his sides, blanketing the soldiers who stood at arms beside him. To his left, Cipri shuddered. The captain’s eyes, when their gaze met Ryl’s, though the fear remained, were burning with determination.

      “Averine’s left a surprise for them.” Ryl grinned. “It’s time.”

      He reached behind his back, retrieving the Leaves with both hands.

      The captain jumped as the blades erupted with searing green fire.

      Ryl held the blades low and out to his sides while a pair of archers on either side lit their special loads. The rag-covered projectiles, soaked in pitch, burst into flame as they came close to the blades. Their heads burned bright green as they withdrew them, carefully taking aim.

      “Let none cross where the wreckage of the stairs remains,” Ryl warned. “Save your arrows for any who try. Don’t shoot into the fray.”

      The captain nodded in assent.

      Ryl met Fay’s gaze. The bows of the archers on either side creaked as they drew their flaming cargo.

      Ryl inclined his head at his friend.

      “Fire,” he yelled.
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      Ryl dipped into the speed a moment after the bowstrings released their flaming projectiles. The arrows traced a glowing green trail through the still of the morning. He darted to his right as they arched toward their marks.

      The gap that had opened in the low stone railing after the destruction of the stairs had been rebuilt. The repair, cobbled together with necessity and haste, was little more than a pile of heavy stone and rubble. Ryl stepped carefully along the thin railing as he approached. His enhanced agility made easy work of the precarious footing. As he reached the barrier, he leapt outward from the wall.

      The liberating sensation of weightlessness never ceased to amaze him. He reveled in the momentary rush before the sickening churn of his stomach once gravity again took hold. His cloak floated out behind him, rippling with the speed of his motion.

      Ryl landed squarely on the remnants of the stone stairs. The rapid demolition had been far from thorough, though in the little time afforded them was admirable. The gap was easily several meters wide, yet the more daunting aspect was the change in elevation. The drop, only a meter down, would render the distance nearly inaccessible for the average man. Though they might be able to reach the wall, grasping for a hold with their fingertips, they’d be cut down before they could hoist themselves upward.

      Ryl doubted that the Horde would have an easier time with the jump either. Though they were dramatically faster than the average man, the gap would likely slow them down long enough for arrows or blades to cut them down.

      Though rapid, they were far from immune.

      Would that it was an army of Vigil manning the wall behind him. The hearty soldiers had done well training against the enhanced speed of the phrenics. For their part, they understood the demons they fought against. Though few had survived their initial battle, they had crossed blades with the abominations of the Outland Hordes.

      Ten meters ahead, the remains of the stairwell turned at a right angle toward the courtyard. Ryl tracked the arrows streaking across the sky ahead of him. He descended a few more steps, his lengthy strides covering several stairs at once. Just before reaching the small landing where the stairs turned, he dropped over the side, falling into the protective cover behind the stairwell.

      The arrows found their marks only instants apart.

      Ryl instinctively hardened the woodskin across his body. He pressed the base of his palms against his ears as the barrels of blasting powder detonated. The ground shook. Fragments of stone rained down from the side of his temporary shelter. The shock waves rippled through his body, preceding the searing heat and deafening boom.

      Ryl dipped deeper into the speed within his veins, lunging out from his hiding spot. The constant note of a high-pitched song rang in his ears from the damage of the volume. He raced across the middle of the courtyard, maneuvering his body straight into the billowing cloud of flame and smoke. The charges set against the corners of the building, though their heat and flame stretched toward the palisade, had spared him from the bulk of the shrapnel. Deadly chunks of jagged rock strewn from the foundations of the buildings pummeled the Horde that clogged the avenue. The buildings above, having lost their footing, collapsed inward, crushing those that remained below. Hidden amongst the buildings that anchored either corner of the avenue, the Lei Guard stood little chance against the incinerating heat and avalanche of timber and stone.

      The wind swelled around his right arm as he raced toward the fireball.

      Ryl slashed his right arm forward, releasing the gout of wind that had swelled. The vicious arc exploded from his arm, cutting a line through the smoke and flame. Fragments of rubble, shards of timber and glass lanced forward, ignorant of any who stood in their path.

      The heat was intense. Ryl hardened the woodskin across the entirety of his frame as he passed through the middle of the blast. His eyes were useless inside the maelstrom. He relied on his phrenic mindsight to guide him.

      His stomach threatened to turn as he witnessed the dark grey signatures of the Lei Guard evaporate in the face of the explosion.

      They were once tributes. Family.

      He’d set them free from their life of eternal torment, yet his body ached at the revelation.

      The smoke curled into great eddies as his body streaked through the explosion. An opening had cleared in the dark stain that had choked his vision as the Horde were battered by the blast. As he cleared the smoke, the true devastation of Averine’s surprise became apparent.

      Deadly chunks of rock hammered the lanky demons standing in their path. Shards of wood impaled any in their way. Those close to the blast fared the worst. Their bodies were ripped to shreds. Severed appendages and unidentifiable chunks of flesh traveled through the air.

      The arc of wind from his arm had cleared the path before him. The debris, flame and heat lanced forward, clearing the way. Ryl slapped a stray wedge of stone that had survived his gust out of the air with the flat edge of his glowing blade. The throbbing in his left arm reached a thundering crescendo. Neither the woodskin nor the alexen focused on his arm prevented the agony that rushed through him. The pain was incessant, though thankfully, the dark whispers had subsided to nothing more than a hint of animosity, easily stifled.

      Ryl wasted no time with the dead or dying. The emotional assault from the Lei Guard who’d hidden themselves among the buildings ceased. He would mourn their losses later. The devastation from the blast had cleared a wedge of nearly thirty meters down the gently sloping avenue. The first buildings crumbled inward as the explosion ravaged their street-side supports. The damage to the adjacent houses was severe, though all remained standing for the moment.

      He fell upon the reeling Horde without mercy. A second slash from his right arm propelled a focused blade of green fire forward. The sickening scent of burning flesh greeted him as he leapt over the line of severed bodies. The pools of black blood spread out around the dead.

      Ryl was disturbingly aware that he waged a battle of dual fronts. He cut through the unprepared, sluggish Horde with a lethal combination of speed, wind and blades. The burning, serrated edges of the Leave severed limbs from bodies, spraying clouds of viscous black blood across the street. The accumulated odor of the Horde was nauseating as it choked the air with the scents of rot and death. At the same time, a war was waged internally.

      A portion of the alexen focused on battling the discomfort that had been mounting in his left arm. He lacked confidence in the appendage. The fear that a jolt of pain would cause the weapon to slip from his hand was potent. Even so, he maneuvered the blade with reserved, yet lethal efficiency. It was a clear hindrance. Over a long-fought battle, one that could prove devastating. Even diminished, he was more than capable.

      Ryl had thought he’d grasped the understanding of the confusing sensation after the battle on the bridge before Serrate. The resurgence of the pain this time was puzzling. The feeling had swelled in the presence of the Lei Guard and the refined nexela, yet the power that he struggled to comprehend failed to materialize now when he needed it the most.

      At the present, he couldn’t be bothered by the explanation. He’d searched the innermost recesses of his mind. He’d questioned the knowledge of the phrenics before him, though no answers revealed themselves. The frustrating feeling of resignation was undeniable. He held on to hope as he’d placed his faith in the alexen, believing that when the time was right, the truth would be revealed.

      The Horde fell before him in numbers beyond counting. He darted from one side of the avenue to the other, falling upon the demons with a ferocity they could neither match nor counter. The initial shock of his actions faded rapidly. The Horde before him attempted to turn the tide using the tactic he’d anticipated. As they rebounded from the initial shock, they turned on him, pressing his attack with the weight of overwhelming numbers.

      Ryl felt the heat of battle overtaking him. He struggled to maintain his assault without compromising his position. The loss of the full confidence in his left arm grew into a concern that threatened his concentration. The sting of claws across his chest brought his mind back to reality. He felt the hot wash of blood as it ran down the front of his shirt.

      Ryl growled as he unleashed another slash of wind. The press of the lanky blackened bodies subsided as the wind tossed them away like rag dolls. They wailed in agony and confusion as they careened into the others pressed close behind. Many never rose again as his flaming blade stalled their rise.

      Throughout the battle, his mindsight worked in tandem with his other senses. The surging blackened wave of the Horde ebbed and flowed as his assault cut into their overwhelming numbers. For every demon he felled, several more took their place. The sea of enemies was endless.

      Ryl had staked his claim just to the north of the first set of alleyways that split off from the main avenue. The location allowed him to ensure that the battle remained at his front. From the west, no avenues exited behind him to the courtyard and the gate. To the east, the only narrow alley at his rear had been clogged by a mountain of debris from the fire to the barracks and the explosion that had rocked the street. The expansion of the Horde had surprisingly stalled on the western side of the city.

      He lost track of time as his battle waged on. The dead and dying before him choked the roadway. Every step was made with caution as the stone grew slick with blood and gore. A veritable river of black oozed down the gentle slope.

      The ease with which he cut down his foes was invigorating, yet at the same time sickening. He’d long lost the last shred of remorse for the vile demons that fell to his blades. The apathetic thought disturbed him to his core. Though outnumbered, he killed with impunity. The battle was a massacre. A chilling thought touched upon his consciousness.

      Was he becoming no better than the demons he sought to defend against?

      He felt invincible, though he fought his mind from concentrating on the feeling. Overconfidence would be his demise. The alexen in his blood screamed in a mixture of agitation and animosity. His muscles begged for relief and pause. Ryl sent a final blast, a wide arc across the road, propelling the dead and living with it.

      He released his hold on the speed that flowed through him as the gap opened between himself and the Horde. He was panting, his chest heaving as he gasped for massive breaths. As time snapped back to normal, Ryl was shockingly aware of his mortality.

      He had been careless, too lost in emotion to contemplate the reality of his actions.

      He was alone, bobbing in a sea of vicious hatred.

      One phrenic against untold millions. While he’d held his own, a single misstep would cost him his life.

      A high-pitched whistle from behind commanded his attention. A bolt, still flaming, careened off the stone facade of the building to his right. A shower of sparks rained down over the avenue, hissing as they extinguished in the pools of black blood.

      A second followed.

      Then a third.

      Ryl turned his body to the side, facing east, his right hand with the flaming serrated blade held defensively toward the Horde. The demons’ approach was hesitant. They maintained their gap as he risked a glance back toward the gate.

      He spotted the commotion atop the palisade immediately. Fay’s animated motions stood out among the wall of archers. The young lord jumped up and down, flailing his arms above his head. With exaggerated gestures, he pointed to the east and then to the west before beckoning Ryl back with his arms. He knew the army of the king marched from the east. From his last view, nothing but a sea of Horde covered the terrain to the west. What Fay was signaling to, he knew not.

      Ryl backed slowly up the bloodied avenue. His body, regaining its composure with every breath, thanked him for the respite. No matter how short of a duration it was. Though they gnashed their teeth and slashed their claws menacingly through the air, the Horde halted their approach.

      They seemed tentative. Their rage-filled growls and cries had subsided. They stared at Ryl, their beady black eyes never blinking as he moved cautiously toward the wall.

      Howls of excitement rose in the distance.

      The thunder of heavy cavalry and thousands of boots on the cobblestone street rumbled from the east.

      Fay’s animated gestures grew more frantic. Ryl turned, loping back to the wall. He monitored the area around him with his mindsight. The Horde stalled, holding the point where he had forced his assault. He hopped through the rubble of the buildings that had once formed the corners of the courtyard. Within a few long paces, he ascended the steps several at a time. Lord Eligar’s troops scrambled aside as Ryl vaulted across the gap.

      Fay was beside him the moment his feet touched the stone walkway of the palisade.

      “I have no words for what I just witnessed,” Fay gasped. The moment was uncomfortable. Ryl captured the awed stares of several of Lord Eligar’s troops.

      “What did you call me for, Fay?” Ryl snapped, happy to change the subject. He witnessed the reverence wipe from the young lord’s face. His demeanor changed; his expression grew panicked. Fay put his hand on Ryl’s shoulder, turning him back toward Cadsae Proper, angled toward the Estates to the west.

      Ryl scanned the city to the west. There was a disturbance amongst the sea of blackened bodies that dominated the terrain. It was as if a great wedge were being driven through the center of the mass. He strained his eyes into the distance.

      He gasped as realization of what he witnessed took hold. The alexen in his blood rushed with anxious energy. The throbbing in his arm seemed to swell at the sight.

      Churning its way through the densely packed mass of the Horde was a beast that defied explanation. The creature hewing its way through the ranks was massive, standing easily twice as tall as the demons that surrounded it. The Horde that failed to yield before its charges were crushed under its massive weight.

      “What is that?” Fay gasped.

      Ryl closed his eyes, focusing on the knowledge of the phrenics stored within. Few memories recalled Horde of this gargantuan size. Of the ill-recorded history of the Horde, there had been only one he could locate. In the historical references, the beast had been the ruler, which the millions of harriers and banes followed. Its death at the hands of Taben had sparked the ending to the war. The devastation of the Horde.

      Ryl cringed at the sight that followed in the wake of the massive beast. The banes that have been absent up to this point surged to fill in the gap that opened behind it.

      “Something not seen in over a millennium, my friend,” Ryl acknowledged. “The Horde favors strength. I’ve seen the harrier cede power to the massive bane. In the time of Taben, all acquiesced to one such as this.”

      He watched the beast plod forward. Its lumbering pace was inhibited by none. As it reached the gates to the Estates, the massive beast swung its mighty arm, demolishing the minimal gate that stood in its way. The cracking of stone and timber was audible from the palisade. It crossed the stone square clogged with Horde, unsympathetically crushing any who failed to scramble out of its way in time. Its gargantuan frame disappeared behind the buildings that lined the Kingsway.

      The excited vocalizations of its brethren swelled as it passed. They grew louder like a wave of chilling noise from the west.

      To the east, the army of the king continued toward the city, unfazed by the demons massing in their midst. Their vanguards had crossed the border of the city already. There was no way that the troops had yet to see the Horde massing in the city before them. Still, with the Lei Guard at the head of the column, they marched into the city, more the victorious army than the defending troop.

      “They march as if there is nothing there,” Fay said as he watched the troops move closer to the wall of the Horde.

      “Aye, the loyalties of the kingdom have come to bear,” Ryl added. “The Lei Guard, the figurehead for the king’s rule, lead their forces to a meeting with an enemy of legend. What union has been formed, I cannot fathom.”

      Ryl watched as the competing forces converged. The army behind the steady wall of Lei Guard faltered though their vanguard continued unabated. There was no way that the Blessing of the King, the life-giving elixir, had been given to all who followed the standard bearers. The uncertainty rippled through the ranks, though their masters kept up a steady facade.

      Momentary respite was welcome, though the culmination of the delay was worrisome. The might of both the kingdom and the Outlands had been brought to bear on the doomed port city. Atop the wall of the southern palisade, and in the settlement beyond, a little more than one thousand remained. Even if the army from Cadsae Proper heeded the call of the signal fires and joined their cause, they’d still be outnumbered hundreds to one.

      “Fay,” Ryl whispered, “this is not a battle we can win. You can survive this day. Flee now. Flee for the woods. Take as many as you can.”

      Lord Eligar looked conflicted at the statement. He turned his head to the north, his gaze lingering on the wisp of dust that remained behind the fleeing citizens. He looked back to the city. The lost city, which now teemed with untold numbers of demons from legend.

      Cadsae Proper was dead. He doubted that any who remained, those who ignored their call, survived. Into the devastation now marched the army of the kingdom, the protectors of the realm. They showed little remorse, little hesitance, no animosity as they approached the murderers of their kin.

      “That I could, Ryl,” he muttered somberly. “It is unsurprising that the armies of the crown and likely the once noble houses will follow similar orders. Were I to abandon this wall, were I to flee home or anywhere else, where would I go? Eventually, sooner rather than later, they’d come for the lands of my house too. There is nothing that can withstand those numbers.”

      Fay sighed as he leaned heavily against the wall.

      “I’ll make my stand here with you,” the young lord announced.

      Ryl was warmed by the sentiment, yet it was chilling.

      “Fay, I know not what they plan,” Ryl added. “If there is a union of man and Horde, if the Lei Guard truly commands their obedience, that does not bode well, though it spells some measure of hope that men will survive. The wave of demons that threatened to sweep over the kingdom before Taben made his stand would have extinguished all life. What leash will be kept on now?”

      Fay pondered the question as his gaze roved the city. They both watched in silence as the vanguard for the king’s army met the wall of the Horde in the intersection. The mass of Horde seemed to ripple outward as the cavalry halted meters from their front. Like a stone into still water, the wave of commotion spread outward, though its effect dissipated rapidly as it traveled.

      The moments stretched on, a mixture of anticipation and expectation. Both sides seemed to appraise the other, with a startling familiarity. Further back in the ranks of the king’s army, the tension was visible. The organized ranks of the lead element were still, statuesque.

      Toward the back, Ryl’s vision noted the anxious commotion vibrate with increasing frequency. The neat ranks dissolved into a disorganized crowd. There was a sense that it pulled in opposite directions, one element moving toward the Horde, the other seeking to flee.

      At the moment, the dissension among the ranks of the human army was of little concern to Ryl. The massive beast reached the intersection of the avenue leading to the Pining Gates.

      The creature stopped, leaning forward, glaring at the line of soldiers mounted before it. The Lei Guard remained firm in their position, centered at the head of the army. Behind them the horses stomped their feet, snorting and nickering in protest as the beast drew near.

      Lifting its head to the sky, it opened its yawning mouth, unleashing a cry that shook the city. The beast raised its muscular right arm, hefting a cudgel that looked to be the size of a fallen tree into the air. The hatred spewed from the depth of its gullet, a low roar that crescendoed into a screeching cry that rattled through Ryl’s body. He slammed his hands to his ears as the innumerous mouths of the Horde answered the challenge.

      It was a deafening peal that carried on for several long, painful moments. Along the wall and among the run-down village behind him, he heard the commotion grow. Soldiers abandoned their posts, the remaining citizens fled hastily to the north. Some merely crumpled, weeping openly.

      Ryl could feel the black stain of hatred, endless and cold, spread outward. He felt the wave crash against the wall, spraying hopelessness across him and the pitiful army at his side.

      The walls preventing them from devastation now seemed pathetically thin. Hopelessly short.

      The effects were not lost among the army of the king as well. The horses of the cavalry closest to the Horde rampaged in protest. Several riders were unseated as their mounts panicked. It was a miracle that others maintained some semblance of calm. Throughout the ranks, order failed. Cries of alarm were drowned by the overpowering war cry.

      Throughout the lines, soldiers deserted, scrambling in any direction that led them further from the abominations ahead. Dozens fled. Some abandoned their weapons and packs for the sake of speed. Others ran as fast as they could, eager to put as much distance as they could between themselves and the horrors that waited behind.

      With a shriek that again echoed over the city, a small contingent of harriers broke from the group. Their lanky forms moved like a blur as they raced along the flanks of the king’s army. The deserting soldiers didn’t make it far. None stood a chance against the fleet demons that fell on them with a viciousness that defied explanation.

      Their agonized wails fell silent as the Horde tore their bodies to shreds. The massacre was over in moments. Wide patches of gore and chunks of desiccated bodies signaled where their resistance had met their pitiful ends.

      The demons, dripping with the blood of their kills, stalked back along the edges of the army. Swords had been drawn protectively, yet none dared move against the beast. The troops fell back into an uneasy formation.

      Ryl watched the tragic scene with a sense of both revulsion and pity. The true nature of the relationship between the Lei Guard and the Horde had been laid bare.

      This was forced compliance. The army, the kingdom, were little better off now than the tributes. Though granted a larger measure of freedom, they were slaves, nonetheless.

      With the army in check, the massive Horde turned its attention up the hill toward the Pining Gates. Ryl felt the wicked gaze fall on him. The urge to flee threatened to overwhelm. The power of its appearance and the raw hatred that poured from it were a powerful deterrent.

      Ryl rolled his shoulders back, standing tall. He stepped up onto the narrow railing. Holding the Leaves in both hands, he focused on ignoring the pain that had settled into his left arm. The translucent blades burst to flame. Green fire spread along their jagged lengths. Fay and the archers standing close by retreated a step as the withering heat rippled the air.

      The beast cocked its head to the side, tilting it at an unnatural angle. The gurgling notes that bubbled from its throat were incomprehensible. Ryl had the disturbing feeling they were akin to laughter.

      Challenge accepted, he thought.

      Ryl turned his head slightly to the side, though his eyes remained fixed on the terrifying foe that stared him down from afar. Behind the colossal Horde, the banes, absent up to this point, began massing by the hundreds.

      “Have the archers ready to fire on the banes, the larger beasts behind the leader,” he called to the young lord.

      Fay nodded his head in assent, yet said nothing, his mouth still agape at the sight that loomed before him.

      The massive Horde took one lumbering step forward toward the Pining Gates.

      “What about that?” Fay gasped.

      Step after step, the gigantic demon approached. Ryl could feel each thundering footfall as it shook the ground. The excited calls of the Horde around it swelled. He could feel their anticipation grow as they sensed the bloodshed soon to come.

      The thud of every footstep echoed through his body. Each rumble sent a stabbing lance of pain through his left arm. He shot a glance downward at the tattoo of the burning sun on his arm. The clear skin of the interior of the ball of fire seemed to pulse with every shot of pain. The edges curled inward. Probing streaks of black nearly pierced the speckled center.

      Ryl watched as the massive Horde kicked aside a harrier that was unlucky enough to be still in its way. The shattered body hurtled through the air, splattering as it smashed into the stone face of a building that lined the avenue. It raised the mighty cudgel that it carried in its right hand, resting the shaft on its muscular shoulder.

      The details of the creature became startlingly apparent as it neared. It towered over the lanky harriers, which scurried from its way. The beast dwarfed the solidly built bane that followed in its wake.

      Like its brethren, the monstrosity was hairless, its skin a red so deep it appeared black. Unlike the harriers, with their lean bodies and lanky legs, this creature was more proportionally comparative to a human. Its legs and torso were nearly equal height, though they were each likely at least a meter taller than Ryl.

      That was where the comparisons to humans ceased. The demon’s arms were longer, its hands ending almost at its knees. The muscles that rippled as it moved were impossibly large. It was built like a mountain, though he could see not an ounce of fat. Suddenly, the impervious wall of the palisade didn’t seem so stout.

      Ryl looked back at his friend, who’d finished barking out orders to the captain.

      “If that creature makes it past, then the gate and the walls will fall,” Ryl admitted.

      “What are you going to do, Ryl?” Fay asked.

      Ryl grinned. It was a pained, pitiful attempt, yet it was all he could muster.

      “Reason with it on its level, I suppose,” he added. “Andr’s taught me a few tricks in his days.”

      He turned his head back to the approaching monstrosity. The beast pushed past the line that had stalled after his last assault. Banes filled in the space behind.

      “You should leave, my lord,” Ryl added. “The kingdom will need your leadership.”

      “I’m not leaving you, Ryl,” Fay responded as he folded his arms across his chest.

      “Then one way or another, we’ll see this through.” Ryl nodded. “Thank you for everything, my friend.”

      He darted along the top of the wall, skipping between crenulations with little concern for the dizzying drop off one side. Moments later, his body floated through the calm of the afternoon air. The day was young, yet blood already clogged the gutters of many of the streets. Ryl reached the courtyard only moments later.

      He walked purposefully to the center of the clearing, though he pushed a few meters closer to the entrance of the square. Though the buildings, now tombs for the Lei Guard, had been decimated by the blast, the opening was riddled with loose debris and clogged by the buildings on either side. He was undersized, yet he’d have his preference of fighting. He’d not be bullied into open combat with both the massive Horde and the banes that travelled in its wake.

      The ground shook with every footstep as the beast neared the courtyard. The mammoth head crested the gentle rise in the avenue, followed rapidly by the massive club slung casually over its shoulder. Ryl let the wind swell around his right arm.

      His body cried out; his stomach churned with anxiety and doubt. Every fiber in his being pleaded for his retreat.

      He could not comply.

      An army of death approached. He was the only thing standing between the Horde and his friends. Though he feared not for the tributes, for Andr, for the remaining phrenics secreted away in the Erlyn, he feared for everything that he’d stood to defend.

      The scenarios ran rampant through his head as he struggled with the doubt. Had he brought the phrenics, they’d have likely all died together in the face of insurmountable odds. Though few of the Vigil remained, the path to Vim was long and fraught with the threats of the Horde.

      Had he remained in the safety of the woods, had he not sought Kaep and her captor, they likely could have slipped over the wall and through the scattered forest beyond. In all reality it would likely be another several days before the last of the tributes was ready to travel. Kaep was lost now. Fay and his troops would have been slaughtered senselessly, fallen prey to either the Horde or the king’s army.

      In all the scenarios that coursed through his mind, it seemed there was but one constant.

      The tributes.

      In all, they remained, for the moment, unmolested. Though the cast of characters around them would change dramatically, they would slip over the wall, disappearing into the remains of the Erlyn Woods that hugged the mountains forming the northern border to the Outlands.

      Ryl sighed as a sense of relief flowed over him. A burden that had been forced upon him evaporated at the thought. Though his fight was far from over, he felt free from the weight of prophecy. The words Da’agryn had repeated echoed through his mind:

      The phrenics will balance on a blade’s edge, clinging desperately to their ideals, teetering on the verge of oblivion. On this precipice, one will come with active blood. This one will be the catalyst. The wind behind our sails to push us through the storm to calmer waters. The light needed to guide us home through the darkness. Only the blood of the catalyst will set us free.

      Of all, the last line caused the most consternation.

      Only the blood of the catalyst will set us free.

      Had the prophecy foreseen his demise? If his time had truly come, the cold hands of death would find him an unwilling tribute. He glared ahead at the demon that approached. The Horde would find him a fickle prey.

      He would fight for himself.

      For every tribute who suffered under the heel of the kingdom.

      For every family torn apart by the abhorrent doctrine.

      For Kaep.

      Only moments later, the full body of the massive Horde came to a stop at the edge of the square. The wind whipped around Ryl’s body, scattering a low cloud of dirt across the courtyard. Less than fifteen meters separated the pair.

      Standing in front of Ryl was easily the largest creature he had ever seen. At more than double his height, the beast must have outweighed him by thousands of pounds. Its barrel-shaped chest heaved in and out as it inhaled and exhaled gigantic breaths. Even through the wind that curled around his body, tendrils of the foul odor reached his nostrils. It had a face much like that of its kin. Large ovular, hate-filled eyes were set wide upon its skull. Its nostrils were nothing more than narrow vertical slits in its face. The mouth that nearly split its head in half hung partially open, showing off its jagged, discolored teeth. They glistened with saliva, reflecting the light of the day off their surfaces.

      The club it carried effortlessly in its right hand was more akin to a felled tree. Several disorganized rings of large rusted metal spikes protruded from the end of the devastating weapon. Ryl stifled a gag at the sight of the shattered remains of what used to be a lanky harrier still wedged between the spikes. The monstrosity hefted the cudgel from its shoulder without a hint of concern for the added weight. Behind the beast, standing atop the pile of rubble, a line of banes sealed off the exit to the courtyard.

      The beast took a single step forward; the ground rumbled at the impact of its massive clawed feet. Feet that could easily crush Ryl. The beast hoisted its club, hammering a taunting cadence as he slapped it against the palm of his opposite hand.

      Ryl waited patiently, though his heart thundered in his chest. The alexen in his blood boiled at the sight of the beast. He held a tentative grasp on the speed that waited eagerly in his veins. The Horde swarmed behind their champion. Were he to fell the massive beast, the fight would still be long.

      Desperate.

      For a moment, the incessant slap of its club on its opposite hand paused. Its eyes narrowed as it curled its mouth into a horrid snarl. Streams of fetid saliva spewed from its mouth as it released a deafening roar. The stench that permeated the air was revolting. Ryl’s stomach churned as it threatened to release its contents.

      The beast struck out with its massive hammer. Devastatingly quick, Ryl had only a moment to leap to his left as the weapon plummeted down. The crushing force shattered the neatly fitted stones of the cobblestone square. Chunks of rock and dirt exploded from the point of impact. As lethal as the blow had been, it was far too telegraphed. Ryl had merely stepped to the side to avoid the initial swing. In an instant, the disheartening cause for the concern became clear.

      The impact had driven the great cudgel almost a meter into the ground. The earth and stones surrounding it spread outward, forming a wave on either side. Spikes scraped across the rocks as the beast ripped the club from the ground. With the head of the weapon only a meter from the ground, it lunged to its left, away from Ryl. The grunt of exertion preceded the impact of the brutal weapon with the usable remains of the stairs. The stones exploded from the force of the strike. A shower of rock careened into the buildings to the west. Along the wall, archers scattered, diving out of the way of the lethal debris. The cries of pain signaled that some had reacted too slowly.

      Ryl had little time to react as the Horde continued its swing as it charged back in his direction. He dipped into the speed flowing through his veins, flattening himself to the ground as the weapon passed overhead. The swishing of the air and the wind that whipped in its wake were eerie heralds of its passing.

      Ryl’s connection to the relative safety of the palisade above had been severed. Even with his agility and speed, his lifeline to the respite atop the wall had been destroyed. A chilling feeling settled into his bones as he realized he was truly cut off.

      Alone.

      The beast rounded on Ryl, greeting him again with another thunderous roar. Mocking cries broke from the mouths of the banes standing in anticipation behind. He had the sickening sense that he was being toyed with.

      The beast paused, again resuming the impatient, rhythmic slap of the shaft of his cudgel into his other hand. It waited. Daring him to move. Goading him into an irrational action, one predicated by emotion, not logic. The oversized Horde had considered his match unworthy. Its pretentious attitude made Ryl grin.

      Lessons from his tutelage under the deceptive watch of Andr flashed into his head. Predictability will get you killed. The massive club of the Horde fell back into the awaiting palm. Its journey upward brought it perpendicular to the ground, standing tall like the tree it had once been. As it reached its apex, Ryl struck.

      Seizing the opportunity, he released the gale that had swelled around his body. A focused blast of wind and green flame slammed into the head of the club just as it reached its apex. The powerful rush of air pushed the massive club backwards. The jagged tines embedded themselves in the beast’s right cheek.

      With a roar that shook the earth, it bellowed in pain and fury as it wrenched the crude barbed weapon from its cheek. Black blood streamed from the wounds, rushing down its face in a putrid-smelling waterfall.

      Ryl gave the demon no time to regain its composure. Time slowed to a crawl as he drank deep from the power in his veins. He exploded forward. Having turned its giant frame to the right while removing the offending barbs from its face, Ryl surged around to the left, toward the creature’s unguarded rear. The beast pivoted to counter, yet it was too slow. The glowing blade in the left hand slashed outward, biting deep into the back of the left knee, splitting it open to the bone.

      With its mass twisting on the injured knee, it screamed as the skin tore beyond Ryl’s cut. The ground shook as its hulking frame crashed to the courtyard. The momentum of his attack carried him beyond the giant demon. While the element of surprise was his, he aimed to unleash as much chaos as he could.

      He barreled into the unprepared line of banes. Ryl came in low, lashing out with a vicious slash with the blade in his right hand. Wind and flame streamed forward. The two closest, unlucky enough to be within reach of his blades, collapsed to the ground, wailing as they grasped at the stumps where their legs used to be. Several next to them and in the row behind joined in the agony as the burning wave of green flames crippled them.

      Ryl darted away before the unprepared beasts could enter the fray. He returned his attention to the massive Horde bellowing in rage and pain behind him. His momentary lapse of focus on his primary target as he struck out at the waiting line of demons cost him. He had only a moment to react.

      He cringed in anticipation, focusing on the woodskin over his body. His skin reacted instantly to the command, crusting over with a thick layer of protective bark. Ryl tried to leap away. One final attempt to avoid the blow he saw coming.

      His effort was in vain.

      The beast had twisted as it had fallen, wrenching its ruined knee to the side. Its massive body hammered into the ground with a force that sent a tremor rippling outward. Catching the bulk of its weight on its right forearm and elbow, its left was free to attack. It swatted at Ryl with the back of its open palm, as one would shoo off a pesky insect.

      The blow would have shattered a normal man.

      The combination of the woodskin and his last instant reaction dampened the blow. Even so, the force of the impact was staggering. The errant swipe of the demon’s hand caught him in the chest, lifting his body into the air. He floated for several meters before slamming again into the hard stone of the courtyard.

      Ryl’s vision blurred from the sudden absence of air in his lungs as his head ricocheted off the stone. He rolled over and over, fighting all the while to maintain a hold of the woodskin.

      To his consciousness.

      He ended abruptly as his body crashed into the still-smoldering rubble of the barracks.

      Sparks rained down around him as he shattered the charred timbers.

      He felt the heat of the embers on his back. The pain in his left arm grew excruciating.
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      Ryl’s vision spun madly. His body ached. The force of the impact had been astounding. It was as if he’d collided with an avalanche. At first the heat that radiated through his body was a comfort. He struggled to his feet as the pleasant warmth soon became sweltering.

      His legs wobbled beneath his weight as he staggered to his feet. He fought the urge to vomit as his stomach retched from the pain and nausea. He had no time to fully evaluate his condition, not that it would likely matter. Every staggered step lanced pain through his body. He’d lost hold of the speed somewhere after the strike, yet his executioners remained fixed. Though his vision was still blurred, the black masses of the Horde were clear.

      Ryl shook his head gently, though the act alone caused an excessive amount of pain. His brain seemed to rattle in his head as he moved it subtly from side to side. Splotches of gold and yellow dotted his vision, mixing with the errant glow of the embers that still rained down around him. His ears rang. He was aware of raised voices from the palisade behind him, yet he failed to assemble the words.

      He ambled forward, step after pained step. His vision was fixed on the massive Horde that remained watching from where it crouched. Ryl stopped in the center of the debris-filled square. He turned his body to face the giant. Steam wafted up from his cloak from where he’d remained in the coals of the fire.

      As Ryl moved, his body took stock of its injuries, or lack thereof. He was sure ribs were broken. Thankfully, the choking flood that had nearly drowned him alive when his lungs were punctured was absent. Though the rest of his body was sore, if he was broken elsewhere, he didn’t notice.

      His hands were the most distracting feature. Both felt like great weights suspended from the base of his arms. He risked a glance down, surprised to see the bark-like crust of the woodskin had coated the entirety of his balled fists. The plain ends of the dormant Leaves bulged from either side. The thick bark coated the gaps between his fingers. He rolled his hands over, astonished that on the underside, the protective covering had seemingly melded the mythical weapons to his body.

      As he squeezed his fingers, the protection faltered. It was an awkward combination of sensations. The feeling of pins and needles tickled his hands while he felt like a heated blade sliced across his skin. The last of the bark seemed to flake off as he wiggled his fingers individually.

      Surprisingly absent from the pain that covered his body was his left arm. Only a lingering hint of the extraordinary discomfort remained. As the crust from the woodskin subsided, the answer became apparent.

      The tattoo on his left arm had again inverted. The center of the burning sun had filled with the darkness of an endless void. The black tendrils twitched outward at the extremities of the circle, though they remained close to the host. Ryl raised his gaze upward, inhaling a deep breath. Steadying himself for what was to come. He flicked his wrists out to the side. The Leaves exploded into flame.

      The massive Horde awaited him on the opposite side of the square. Less than twenty meters separated the two. The damage done to its left leg was appalling. The lower extremity was useless. Jagged pieces of bone protruded from the side, punching through its blackened flesh. A pool of thick, dark, putrid blood pooled around the useless stump. It had shifted the club to its left hand, now using the deadly cudgel as a crutch.

      Cocking its head slightly to the side, it eyed Ryl with a look more humanlike than he’d witnessed from the bloodthirsty beasts. There was genuine confusion in its great black orbs. The massing wall of bane at its rear held firm, seemingly judging the outcome of the standoff.

      Shouting rose from behind Ryl. The whistle of arrows was unmistakable. One after another, the projectiles bounced harmlessly off the beast’s thick skin. The bolts, though nothing more than a nuisance, served to enrage the giant. The once questioning gaze it offered at Ryl vanished, replaced with the bloodthirsty lust for violence. It leaned forward, roaring a deafening note at the humans, promising them death for their pestilence.

      Ryl watched as the beast shifted its weight, centering its mass over its one remaining leg. As it reared its left arm and the club behind its back, its intention became painfully clear. The weapon would be the battering ram that would seal the doom for Fay, his troops, and likely all inside The Stocks. If that gate fell, they were all doomed.

      He dipped into the speed as he lurched forward. His legs were unsteady, yet he experienced the comforting balm of the alexen as it fired through his veins. The burning heat from inside washed away the pain that covered his body. The demon paid him no mind as he streaked forward toward its remaining sturdy leg. With a roar of his own, Ryl chopped with the Leaves, striking the leg just below the knee. He dragged the blades around to the side, splitting open the rank skin and bone.

      Ryl dodged to the left as its leg buckled. The scream that billowed from its mouth was more agony than angst this time. With its body twisted and its arm moving forward, the beast crashed backward, releasing the club over its head. The weapon sparked as it skipped off the stone courtyard, cutting deep gouges into the rock. With a crushing of bone and a wet splatter of blood, it hewed through the left edge of the waiting Horde before leveling the corner of the next unlucky building down the avenue.

      He leapt over the giant’s right arm as it flailed wildly on the stone. Ryl’s next step found him on the creature’s stomach. The sensation of running atop the beast was discomforting. He was surprised at the solidity of its frame. Its skin was textured and rough. With time slowed, he easily slipped past the right arm as it slapped against its own chest. With its head lifted from the ground, it gnashed its massive jagged teeth at Ryl as he approached.

      Ryl slid off the torso, angling his body away from the vicious mouth that snapped open and closed within a meter from his body. He brought both Leaves down on the Horde’s neck. It uttered not a sound as the life vanished from its eyes as the flaming blades reached the stone below. He wrenched them free, leaping to the left before letting the speed again fade.

      A set of solid thumps echoed as the two lifeless arms crashed to the stone. The stench of the charred black blood of the demon was nauseating. Its aroma, so potent he could taste its odor in his mouth. He felt the splatters of the hot, sticky fluid seep down his face. Covered to his shoulders, the blood dripped from his arms, hissing as it burned off in the heat of the Leaves. The beast’s head rolled free, flopping to its side. The mouth hung open; the jagged teeth separated from each other. A flood of blood spurted from the severed neck, forming a sickening stream as it caught the gentle slope of the avenue. The lifeless orbs stared at him in shock.

      The demon had given him free rein to attack. Why had it ignored him?

      The banes held their line though they writhed in agitation. Why did none press the attack? His body felt beaten, tired, yet the alexen inside still rolled with energy. Unaided by the power that flowed in his veins, his vision swam again with greater ferocity. The splotches of color still spread throughout his sight.

      The high-pitched whistle of arrows this time was a welcome sound. The cheers of soldiers of House Eligar traveled in the wake of the bolts. The cloud of arrows streaked overhead.

      Yet there was something more. An errant, sudden gust of wind whipped past his body as a wisp of a low-hanging cloud floated overhead.

      An ember sparked in the sky above.

      A feeling bloomed.

      Hope.
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      A bolt of jagged white lightning burst from the newly formed cloud. The arc skipped as it sliced through body upon body. A spray of blackened blood erupted like mist. The volley of arrows rained down upon the demons. Cramped so tightly, both lightning and projectiles had little trouble finding their fleshen marks.

      Ryl only had to wait a moment for the next assault. The burning ember that scarred the sky above swelled. A smoldering tail tracked its progress as it plummeted toward the ground. It struck well inside the line of the Horde, toward the middle of the banes. The detonation shook the stone buildings that lined the avenue. Glass shattered under the force of the shock wave. The wood trim of the surrounding shops erupted into flame. Closer to the blast, two of the buildings caved inward as the old stone construction failed under the concussion. Rocks, dirt and chunks of flesh rained down as pandemonium ensued.

      The wind around his own arm swelled as he prepared to charge. He was no longer alone. The scattered images in his disjointed vision had not been entirely amiss. He cursed himself for not recognizing the signatures earlier. Seven unique glowing orbs brightened his mindsight, pushing back against the darkness that had blanketed the city.

      The phrenics had come.

      The ground around him rumbled. The forward line of banes staggered from the blast, growling as a sheer wall of sharp rock pushed up from the stone below, rising a meter high. It looked as if the stones themselves stretched. Their crystalline features were jagged and exaggerated.

      Ryl heard footsteps on the ground behind him. He felt the welcome, the familiar warmth swelled. Three charged upon his position. Four remained upon the wall. For an instant, he turned his head to the side, enough to view the companions rushing to his aid.

      The ground thundered under the weight of Ramm’s massive steps. The war hammer would have been far too heavy for most to lift. He carried it in one hand as he charged, his face locked into a terrifying cry of rage. At his side, the lean hunter Paelec rushed, short sword in hand. Lagging a few meters behind was the figure that surprised him the most. Paasek, the councilor, ambled forward, though his steps were unsteady. He held a colossal great sword in two hands, primed ready to swing.

      Ryl dipped into the speed as his unexpected companions neared his position. He whipped his body around to face the Horde, slashing his right arm forward. An arc of fire traveled with the width of the focused blast of wind. Together, wind and flame struck the sheer crystalline wall, shattering it into a thousand pieces. The gale that flowed from his arm carried the pieces, showering the banes with a rain of jagged projectiles.

      The burning of the alexen powered through his veins. Ryl screamed, a combination of rage, aggression, and defiance as he surged forward a pace ahead of his companions. The sound that emanated from his throat was unlike any he’d experienced. It sounded nothing like the voice that he was accustomed to hearing. The emotions were correct, yet it roared with a feral ferocity.

      The similarities to the war cries of the Horde were startling. His voice sounded like one of them. With only an instant to contemplate the occurrence, he pushed the troubling thought aside, whipping the glowing blades up as he barreled into the demons.

      The forward line was riddled with stone shrapnel and lightning. They had been jostled by the explosion at their rear. The banes stood no chance against the ferocity of the assault. As part of a scout troop, Ryl and Ramm had trained together almost exclusively. Their actions were in tune. They understood where the other would be, how the other would bend and react when plans inevitably devolved into gritty hacking and slashing. Aside from his early phrenic training prior to his awakening, Ryl had had little time to train with Paasek. Even less had been spent with Paelec.

      Though they had spent a precious few hours in simulated combat, they worked as a lethal, cohesive unit with seamless precision. Ryl hewed a path directly into the middle of the line. He moved with a speed the battered and unprepared Horde could do little to counter. His glowing green blades passed through the bodies, unfazed by flesh or bone.

      Paasek followed a few meters behind off his right shoulder while Ramm mirrored the position to his left. As he drove a wedge into the center of the line, the demons scurried to avoid the green flaming death in his hands. A sickening crunching of bone echoed from his left. Limp, mangled bodies flipped uncontrollably into those at their rear. No quarter was given. None were allowed to rise where they stumbled or fell.

      To his right, the massive great sword whistled as it cleaved through the air. The hum of its violent motion ceased only as it passed through the bodies who were in the range of its bite. The sturdy demons, though powerfully muscled, fell before them in devastating numbers. Behind the wedge formed by Ryl, Paasek and Ramm, Paelec darted from side to side, ending the struggle of those who sought to regain their footing, or had evaded one of the devastating attacks. Arrows still streamed over their heads. Lightning and fire crackled and burned, though the rate and ferocity had diminished.

      The elementalists, though devastating, would tire before long. They sought to deal what damage they could before dangerously overextending their bodies.

      It was a feeling Ryl understood all too well.

      Their meteoric push into the mass of demons stalled quickly as they reached a more coordinated response. Ryl slipped to the left, letting the speedy Paelec take his right side. Together, the four spanned the width of the alley. Their enhanced speed outmatched the beasts’, which fought and died before them.

      Of the group, Ryl seemed to struggle the least under the numbers that assailed them. His speed dwarfed even his phrenic companions’, yet the Horde before him seemed more hesitant. Their attacks to an extent were less enthusiastic. They struggled amongst themselves to assail one of the others standing to his side.

      For some time, they held their own against the press of the Horde, yet slowly, they gave ground, bloody step by step. Still the beasts fell before them in numbers too great to count. The toll was sickening. The street ran with a flow of slick black blood and gore. The cacophony of sounds was deafening. The abominations from the Outlands screamed in anger and wailed in pain. There was a swish of fast-moving blades slicing through the air, and the high-pitched whistle of arrows barreling overhead. The crackle of lightning had all but subsided; however, the sizzle of flesh still burned in places.

      The stench of burning wood, roasting rotted flesh, and putrid blood was overpowering. Ryl craved the salty tang of the sea air. He longed for a storm to rage from the sea, bringing with it a cleansing rain.

      To his left a cry of pain rang out. Ryl caught a spray of blood fly from the phrenic councilor as a clawed hand raked across his leg. He stumbled back a step, growling as he slashed a deadly arc with his great sword. He stumbled as the gap opened.

      “Switch sides and fall back,” Ryl yelled to Paelec as he darted behind the phrenic swordsman.

      Ryl barreled into the narrow gap that threatened to close around Paasek. He felt the anger boil over in his body.

      They’d already lost Deyalou and Kaep.

      The thought of losing another phrenic was more than he could bear.

      There were so few left.

      The burning in his veins scorched him from the inside out. The green glow of the Leaves intensified with his anger. Only a tint of color surrounded the edges of the flames. The interior swelled with a blinding white light. For the first time he felt the heat on his skin. The Horde backed away from the fire, shielding their faces from the scorching heat.

      Still swinging his great sword with lethal efficiency, Paasek dragged himself back toward the center of the avenue. To the opposite side, Ramm and Paelec pinched inward to assist. The phrenic archers fired with deadly accuracy and terrifying speed into the gap that had formed along the right side of the road, with Ryl holding the left side of the avenue at bay,

      “Back,” Ryl yelled to the phrenics. The white flames of the Leaves began to flicker with sparks of green. For the first time, he could feel the chilling tendrils of fatigue creep through his body.

      For the moment, Ryl held the left half of the avenue at bay, the ferocious heat of the blades staving off attack. Sliding toward the center of the avenue, he let the wind swell around his arm. The torrent ripped around his body as he held his arms out to his sides. His cloak, caught in the initial gust, snapped out behind him. Errant flames from the Leaves caught in the gale, spinning wildly around his body. What started as a localized breeze soon swelled into a storm that spread out across the avenue.

      Within moments, it encompassed the width of the road. The searing heat from the Leaves traveled with the wind. Glowing streaks of green flame burned as they wrapped around the vortex. The Horde scrambled from the fire-laced gusts. The phrenics dragged their hobbled companion backward.

      Ryl stood alone in the avenue. He was the stopper, holding back the entirety of the Horde from his companions and the phrenics at his back. The beasts shied from the superheated wind, shielding their faces with their arms as the heat seared their skin. He backed slowly toward the gate, careful not to engulf his companions with the spinning inferno.

      As his heels struck the rubble of the destroyed buildings at the corner of the courtyard, he paused. The power massing around him grew to the breaking point. He felt the anger that swelled inside his veins mix with anxiety. His body throbbed as the power became too much to bear. The release had to come.

      He felt like his body would tear apart.

      Ryl screamed as he released the accumulated energy. He poured his strength out as he swung the burning blades forward. His knuckles slammed together as his hands met before his body. The terrifying force of the gale exploded outward. Closest to his release, the Horde were incinerated by the insurmountable heat. The heat dissipated rapidly, yet the fury of the wind continued. Charred bodies from the front crashed into those behind as they were all tossed from their feet. The myriad of corpses that littered the ground became projectiles, pummeling those behind them.

      The Leaves faded as his hands collided. Only his scream remained. The roar was not his own. It carried on, long past the wind settled. Beyond the shrieks and cries from the Horde. Past the calls from his companions. He recognized none of the sounds that poured uncontrollably from his mouth.

      The city fell silent as his voice raged on.

      The call was not from the alexen in his blood.

      It was not his voice.

      He screamed with the rage of the Horde.

      Ryl fell to his knees as the last note died in his throat. His fists pressed on the stone, now sticky with blood, partially dried by the incomprehensible heat. His elbows were locked, holding his body from collapsing forward. His chest rose and fell in dramatic motions as he sucked the precious air into his lungs. Though the stench was sickening, he was too tired to be bothered by the odor.

      His head was lowered, though his eyes were raised, his burning gaze staring down the Horde before him. His final display of force had cleared the avenue of all debris that littered its surface. Bodies, stone and glass were thrust away. Only the large charred stains where the blood had once pooled remained.

      For nearly twenty meters, the avenue was clear.

      Ryl was in a helpless position. He doubted if he’d have the strength to muster a cohesive counter, yet the Horde remained frozen in their position. His burning gaze panned the faces of those standing in the front lines. The lanky bodies of the harriers now mixed with the battered banes. The looks in their eyes were alarming.

      For the first time, he saw true fear clearly written across their features. The ever-present feeling of hatred, and anger, was dampened. The unmistakable hints of emotions that peered through startled him.

      There was compliance.

      Deference.

      The soft crunch of footsteps on the ground belied the size of the phrenic who approached. Ramm stopped a meter away from his side. He turned his head slightly to Ryl, yet never removed his gaze from the Horde. He gripped the massive war hammer defensively in both hands, held protectively between himself and Ryl.

      Ryl tilted his head to view his friend. The phrenic was soaked with splatters of black blood. His clothes were torn in several places; crimson stains swelled.

      “Is it you, Ryl?” Ramm whispered. The concern, the caution in his voice was startling. “You vanished from my mindsight. I can see you now, but only a flicker of your glow remains.”

      Ryl’s head fell for a moment. He squeezed his eyes shut as his gaze dropped to the ground. The sheer effort required to concentrate on his thoughts was monumental. He found that he was afraid to open his mouth. Afraid of the sound that might come out.

      What had happened to him?

      He opened his eyes to a view of his left arm. The skin was now drenched completely in black tattoos. The tendrils that had snaked out from the writhing void around his elbow replaced the unmarked skin to his wrist. A single wisp of black snaked onto the back of his hand.

      The blackness of the mark was neither solid, complacent nor still. It writhed with motion, so subtle that it tricked the eyes. The throbbing was gone. The deep whispers that called for death had silenced. The feeling of the alexen in his fingers was faint.

      Ryl squeezed his fist tighter around the Leaves still in his hand. He pictured the alexen streaming through his veins, passing through the clot of darkness. With every pump of his hand, the darkness subsided.

      Understanding flowed in its wake. The information flooded his mind. He let his hand fall still.

      He had vanished from the sight of his phrenic companions. The Horde before him feared him. He’d seen the look before. The collected experiences, over a thousand cycles old, jolted his brain.

      Few facts were known of the demons from the wastes of the Outlands. Most conclusions were drawn from assumptions, many of those extrapolated by people without firsthand knowledge. The connection in Ryl’s mind was clear.

      The Horde respected power in their own ranks as much as they hated the alexen. The tattoo. The flash of light that had seemingly eradicated the Lei Guard’s power. He’d not vanquished it, he’d absorbed it.

      Just as he had before, he’d failed to understand the power that had begged for release. The foreign whisper, the unnatural lust for bloodshed, was a result of the nexela that now resided in him. By letting the blackness overtake his arm, he bathed himself in the shadow that was the taint of the Horde. The hesitance of the beasts was understandable. They saw him as one of their own.

      No longer were they drawn to the power of the alexen that coursed through his body. He was one of them.

      He was stronger than them.

      “Ryl?” Ramm’s hushed voice questioned again. His fingers tightened on the shaft of the hammer.

      Ryl looked up at his friend. The worry receded as he grinned in response.

      “It is me, Ramm,” he acknowledged.

      With a smile, Ramm extended his hand toward Ryl, though his pensive gaze remained on the Horde. The beasts crept forward as the moments passed.

      With effort, Ryl waved off the support, leveraging his body upright using the dormant Leaves. His body felt weak. Drained. He rolled his shoulders back, standing tall. He took a purposeful step toward the Horde as he let the blackness slip down his arm.

      The line of Horde waffled at the afront.

      “What?” Ramm gasped at the sight.

      Ryl was in no condition to argue or explain at the moment.

      “Fall back to the palisade, Ramm,” he commanded in a whisper. “I can’t carry on without a rest.”

      The hushed, yet slow steps of his companion signaled his retreat.

      Ryl backed slowly through the wreckage of the buildings. As he moved, the Horde maintained their distance. With every step their looks grew more suspicious, yet none contested his strength. He paused as an idea flashed into his head.

      He knew of no communication by which the Horde conveyed thoughts, save one.

      Emotion.

      The Erlyn, the ancient woods, communicated with sensation, feelings and images. The phrenics used emotion to embolden and persuade. Fear and hatred were seemingly flowing from the beasts in a constant stream.

      Ryl focused on the Horde at his front. He projected his emotions outward, forcing the command over the demons at his front. He demanded restraint. The sensation was that of fear. Fear of what would happen if his commands were disobeyed.

      With a tentative motion, he moved another painful step backward.

      The Horde who had been matching him move for move remained still.
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      Ryl stopped his careful retreat, pausing as he cleared the mound of debris that marked the edge of the courtyard. Over his right shoulder he heard Paasek grunt in pain as Ramm and Paelec worked to tie a tourniquet around his leg, staunching the flow of blood. A rope ladder had been lowered from the wall. Clad in the telltale white cloak, a mender from Fay’s army descended with haste.

      The Horde still maintained their distance. Ryl was careful to keep his anxiety from giving away his emotion. The demons remained still, though he could feel their eyes watching the movements with anxious curiosity.

      Paasek grumbled an unintelligible string of obscenities as he rose to his feet. The sturdy phrenic used the tip of the great sword to lever his body off the ground. Fay’s mender found an icy cold reception when he arrived, though the sensible warrior acquiesced to the treatment, nonetheless. The phrenic councilor nodded subtly as he noted Ryl’s concern. A stubborn wave of indifference flowed from his body.

      Ryl’s gaze traveled to the palisade. He scanned the rampart, noting immediately that the line had been bolstered. Adding to the drab, inconspicuous cloth of Lord Eligar’s troops, the regimented uniform of the Cadsae Proper guard mixed in among the line. Le’Dral barked orders to which the trained soldiers responded without pause.

      The appearance of the mountain grey garb of the Vigil was a surprise he’d not anticipated. They worked their way into the line of archers in small groups. The phrenics Ghen and Rhoane, both trusted members of Paelec’s scout troop, stood with bows ready in the front. Taq, the elementalist, the remaining member of the scout group, leaned against the stone railing. His chest heaved from the exertion. Slender flashes of lightning sparked from his tattooed right arm. Vox, in a similar pose of exhaustion, stood a few meters to his side.

      Above the center of the Pining Gates, Ryl was unsurprised to see Fay. Lord Eligar’s typically jovial face, however, was wrought with a curious expression. His eyes darted from Ryl to the Horde, then back again. At the moment, the expressions he garnered were little of his concern. To Fay’s side, however, was a sight that made Ryl smile.

      Andr stood, an arrow nocked, ready to fire.

      The mercenary nodded as their eyes met. He tossed his bow to the nearest soldier, who filled his spot along the edge of the wall. He hastened to the rope ladder, swinging his leg casually over the railing as he began his descent.

      The expressions from the varied contingent of soldiers manning the wall was telling. Guards from Cadsae Proper stood side by side with the troops from House Eligar. All manned the line, standing alongside the Vigil from Vim and the phrenics who occupied the center of the formation. A greater measure of space was granted to the unsettling cloaked warriors in their ranks.

      Ryl rotated his head back to the Horde, watching for any sign of attack. From his location, his vision, though narrow between the wreckage of the remaining buildings, carried out into the Sea of Prosper. The thunderous reports that had echoed from the frigates in the harbor had settled. Most now moved with speed, catching the wind, fleeing from the doomed city. As far as their cannons were concerned, there were none left to defend.

      The army of the king was still hidden behind a row of buildings to his left. None had joined the fray while the phrenics battled the Horde. Ryl considered them a lost cause. Most were likely too far gone, sons of nobility, stationed out of privilege, not prestige, not honor.

      Ryl heard the slightly uneven cadence of familiar footsteps approaching from behind. He felt the glow of the phrenics converging on his position as well. The stony hand that gripped his shoulder sent a shiver down his spine.

      He’d promised the phrenic councilor he’d see them all home.

      Two phrenics and a pair of Vigil had died on his watch.

      “I’m sorry, Paasek,” Ryl whispered, his voice wavering, though he tried to hide the emotion.

      “You cannot blame yourself for things that were out of your control, my friend,” Paasek grumbled, though the hurt of loss stung his words. “The loss on all accounts is great, yet all knew the risks. From what I’ve seen inside the Erlyn Woods, you have succeeded in freeing the tributes from The Stocks. Reclaimed a few more from the processing facility as well.”

      Ryl inhaled a deep breath, savoring the momentary clean air, free from the oppressive stench of the Horde.

      “Thank you for coming.” Ryl’s heartfelt admission needed no additional emotion. “I fear you’ve doomed yourself for the cause.”

      There was a commotion among the Horde. The intersection of the avenue with the Kingsway bristled with activity. The blackened bodies of the demons jostled as if pushed by an unseen force from the west. A solitary blast of a horn rolled over the city.

      The tension that mounted amongst the Horde was palpable. The structure of the mindless killing machines was now simple. Among their own, they accepted strength. Among others, neither mercy nor justification were given.

      “It seems that it’s not just the Horde who wish to see this through,” Andr said as he stepped up beside his friend. “Before you ask, the tributes are fine. Many were waking before we left. They should likely all be awake within a few days’ time. Nearly one thousand Vigil remain at their side.”

      Ryl looked at his friend, reaching out and placing his hand upon his shoulder. The gesture was to have been more benign, more symbolic, yet he found his weight pressing down on the mercenary as he fought to maintain his balance.

      Andr gritted his teeth under the added weight. He looked at Ryl with worried eyes.

      “You don’t have to shoulder this burden on your own,” Andr assured him. “There are Vigil among the ranks, mixed in with Fay’s men, who fight for you as their own.”

      Ryl cast a glance back to the wall, where Fay stood watching the proceedings.

      “I’m sure he neglected to tell you in the commotion,” Andr mumbled. “You’ve been adopted into his house. Averine gifted a rather large holding to the young lord in your name. I supposed I should refer to you as ‘sir’ now.”

      Ryl was astonished at the gesture. His vision traveled the top of the palisade, looking for a glimpse of his benefactor.

      “I’ve benefited from his kindness far more than I already deserve,” Ryl muttered. Averine had given him a chance at life. He’d given him the initial push to start the cogs in motion that had led him to Da’agryn, to Andr and Fay. The path to the mountains, to the phrenics and to Kaep had followed. He’d never have viewed the wonders of the hidden city of Vim without the assistance of his previously unknown benefactor.

      His thoughts were distracted as his focus was drawn to the south. The ringing of steel whined in his ears as both Andr and Paelec drew their swords again.

      The rumbling movement resolved into the sounds of heavy boots stomping on the stone roadway. A new enemy approached. Commotion registered across the top of the palisade as the archers reformed a ready formation. Two staggered lines bristled with arrows, stretching across the peak. Orders were shouted down to the soldiers behind.

      Ryl scanned ahead, pushing his mindsight to the extremities of its range. A shadowed disturbance moved through the wall of black that exuded from the Horde. The shadows were a deep charcoal, wispy yet oozing with a demonic hatred. He felt the first wave of emotion as it crept up the avenue. It was a ripple at first, a meager black wave, large enough to lap only against his legs. He could feel the tidal wave that followed in its wake.

      “The Lei Guard,” Fay screamed from above. “Thousands.”

      A burning sensation began from his left arm. The crook of his elbow tingled for a moment before a mellow throbbing took its place. Ryl knew the sensation would grow. He knew it would become agonizing before it cleared. He wouldn’t fight it this time.

      “How is your leg, Paasek?” Ryl called back to the massive phrenic.

      “I’m not dead, Ryl. Neither am I crippled,” the phrenic councilor boomed in response. “I will stand. I will fight.”

      He knew that would be the answer no matter what his condition. With the assistance of Ramm on one side, the phrenic councilor shooed off the menders, who’d only just finished a crude suture. His clothing was stained with blood, both black and red. Paasek struggled to maintain the appearance of calm.

      “These are not demons we fight now, I’m afraid,” Ryl muttered as they closed upon their position. “These are tributes.”

      “I understand, Ryl,” Paasek intoned, placing his weighty arm on his shoulder. “I’ve seen the bodies of the others inside the Erlyn. You barely survived fifty. No, Ryl, thousands will destroy you.”

      Ryl squeezed his fists together. He understood the logic, yet what other choice was there? The elementalists were nearly spent. His body felt hollow. His strength, his power, was severely depleted. The arrows from the palisade wouldn’t last long.

      He wanted to scream with all his might. To ignite the Leaves and charge headlong into battle. As the Lei Guard approached their position, so too did the pain in his arm rise.

      “Fall back. Inside the wall,” Ryl ordered. “We’ll hold them to the narrow quarters of the mouth of the gate.”

      The logic was painful to accept, yet clear. What hope did he, did they have against an army of millions? Against the might of the combined hatred of a kingdom, one that had festered and grown for over a thousand cycles.

      If the king was to fall, who would the Lei Guard follow? The answer was clear. The man they were named after likely skulked among their midst.

      If Leiroth were to fall, who would they follow? It wasn’t the Lei Guard the Horde feared. It was the unseen threat that they represented. Would the Horde turn on them if their master was no more?

      Ramm and Paasek moved toward the great gate, following the menders, who were scrambling ahead of them. The call rang out to open the panels as they approached. Paelec was the next to depart. Andr remained by his side, his sword drawn. The mercenary’s calculating gaze rolled across the stagnant Horde, who jostled as they parted before their blackened host.

      “I told you I’d be by your side until the end, my friend,” Andr said somberly.

      His friend turned his head for a moment, their eyes locked. The look that passed between them needed no words.

      “If only I had a father like you, my friend.” Ryl sighed. “When these gates fall, you need to ride. I will not let you abandon your son like mine abandoned me.”

      Andr grinned. It was a weak attempt, yet it momentarily wiped the worry from his face.

      “Cray will understand in time,” Andr stated. “If my death serves to buy him another moment of respite, it will be worth the cost. His charge is to lead them to Vim.”

      Ryl wanted to argue with the mercenary. He wanted to persuade him to change his mind. He knew the added emotion he commanded could help sway his decision, yet even if he could convince him to leave, once the feeling faded, he’d only return once more.

      They backpedaled for a few meters before retreating toward the gate. The line of Horde shuffled anxiously as he moved yet remained where they stood. From behind them, growls and yelps arose as the Lei Guard pummeled any who failed to part fast enough.

      On the wall above, the commanding voice of Le’Dral rang out. The seasoned captain barked orders, verbally chiding those inside the gate for the delay. Ryl knew but little of the work that had gone into securing the interior gate. Workers hastened to remove the chains and supports they’d anchored into place.

      It was several anxious moments before the doorway finally cracked open. The nervous menders were the first to slip through the gap, disappearing into the darkness inside. Following close behind were Ramm and Paasek. The elder phrenic leaned heavily on the other’s shoulder.

      Ryl turned his head back to the avenue as Paasek slipped beyond the heavy wooden panel. The front line of the demons parted rudely in the middle as if a great force pushed them aside. The first of the black-cloaked warriors streamed through the gap.

      The wave of raw fear was chilling. He felt his body flinch as it crushed him against the wall. Andr’s shook from the impact. Ryl could sense the projected emotions of the phrenics above struggling to hold the shadow of malignant feelings from suffocating them all. He added his emotions to the mix. Hope streamed from his body.

      His strength ebbed as he struggled under the unimaginable weight. He could feel the alexen inside his veins shiver. Their normally agitated motions were subdued, as even they suffered under the assault.

      Ryl squeezed his fists together, focusing on the alexen in his left arm. The black streaks of the tattoos receded. He gritted his teeth as he gave in to the throbbing pain that had grown to a paralyzing pitch. He clamped his eyes together; the tears squeezed through the closed lids. The feeling of his skin twisting was agonizing. His arm burned, the pain penetrating as it grated against his bones.

      The sensation seemed to drag on for an eternity. He blinked away the tears, looking upon his arm through watery eyes. The brilliant sun, though marred by the blackened streaks, shone with a dull white glow.

      He pushed back against the darkness, widening the extent of his bubble of light, of hope. The Lei Guard had now entered the square. The lead element fanned out, forming a semicircle around the edge of the courtyard, though now, they gave the palisade a wide berth. The black-cloaked warriors marched with their weapons stowed. The pointed tips of their shields poked out from around their bodies like spines. The blood-red points added a sickening pop of color against the otherwise dark backdrop.

      Over the top of the Lei Guards, the heads of two massive horses took shape. Each beast was jet black, though their coat was shiny, reflecting the light of the midday sun. Behind them, the peak of a carriage loomed. The sight of the black-painted wagon induced a potent chill that made the hairs on his arms stand erect.

      Ryl scanned the avenue once again. The Lei Guard had pushed beyond the Horde, their fluttering charcoal wave holding back the demons behind them. The raw hatred that emanated from the Horde was lost under the weight of forced, paralyzing emotion. He struggled to maintain the sphere of light as the darkness crushed down upon him. He needed the strength to get Andr and himself through the gate. To hold out as long as his body could as the workers shored the wooden panels.

      The effort to move each foot was monumental. One after another they shuffled toward the opening. Andr was at the gap; he was only a step behind.

      With a final glance, his mindsight snapped into view unbeckoned. There at the rear of the wall of Lei Guard, in the presence of the wagon, the signatures stopped him in his place. The mass of darkness that spread from the inside held a gravity of its own. The forced emotion that the Lei Guards affected with practiced measure paled in comparison to the surge of hopelessness and devastation that swelled naturally from its core.

      Beside it, a pair of apparitions loomed. Both were subtle, yet out of place in their own stark, shocking ways. Their uniqueness stood out against the monotonous hatred of their surroundings.

      The first was a void, yet it registered in his vision as the absence of light and dark. The emotions swelled inside his body. The torment from cycles, now conflicted, raged against each other.

      Elias.

      The agony of losing his friend had stung. It had reopened a wound that had never truly healed. Of all the tributes he’d loved as family, Elias was a true brother to him. He loved him unconditionally. Ryl’s heart had swelled as he’d discovered his friend again, only to be dashed again as Elias turned on him. The hatred, the betrayal, the self-doubt from believing he could change again was devastating.

      Though the conflicting emotions threatened to crush him, they were dwarfed by the second apparition to appear in his phrenic vision. The sight was faint. The glow was barely visible, yet undeniable.

      The emotions, conflicted and dark, that had sought to hold him back evaporated in a flash. The alexen in his blood rushed in a frenzied excitement that rivaled his own.

      Andr shuffled uncomfortably through the opening in the gate. His head pivoted as he crossed the threshold, his gaze meeting Ryl’s.

      He nodded his head subtly, forcing a momentary crooked smile. The dread welled in Andr’s eyes. With one fluid motion, Ryl pushed his friend through the gate, slamming the heavy door shut behind him. Andr’s muffled screams pierced the solid wood as the deep grating thud of the drawbar slid into place.

      He turned and faced the arced mass of Lei Guard. His mindsight locked back onto the vision it had produced.

      Ryl squared his shoulders, rolling them back as he rose to his full height. For the moment, thoughts of fatigue vanished. He stood ready to face the army alone.

      There, clear in his vision, the golden orb flickered even as streaks of black marred its perfect glow.

      He’d recognize the signature anywhere.

      Kaep.
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      Ryl moved a few steps forward, centering his body before the lines of the Lei Guard. None had drawn their weapons, yet the emotional assault continued hammering all within reach.

      The archers on the wall were helpless. Even with all phrenics concentrating on the counter emotions, their attempts would be overpowered by the sheer volume. The few archers within the freedom of their reach would inflict little damage.

      In the center of the line, the Lei Guard rotated inward. They stepped back, creating an avenue for the wagon to enter. The massive horses pulled the carriage forward, turning slightly to the right, stopping once it had cleared the line. They stomped their hooves, exhaling massive blasts of air as the driver reined them in. The gap sealed behind them as it passed.

      Atop the head of the wagon sat two black-cloaked Lei Guard. A single warrior rode on a narrow runner on either side of the wagon, holding on to a discreet handle hidden among the decorative carvings along the top. The pair jumped down, their heavy boots striking the ground with ominous thumps.

      The door along the left side of the carriage opened soundlessly. The figure that exited was clad in ill-filling clothing looking to be secondhand scraps commandeered from the garrison stores. Elias’s face was locked into an unsightly snarl. The expression was the antithesis of the vision Ryl clung to in his mind. His gaze travelled past Ryl, never meeting his eyes as it scanned the palisade behind him.

      With a contemptuous scowl, Elias turned back toward the carriage. His hand reached inward, rudely pulling on something from inside. Kaep toppled from the wagon, her arms still bound, but her legs unrestrained. Ryl felt the heat surge through him as his anger boiled over. Every fiber in his body twitched in response to the affront. The urge to attack was overpowering.

      A crushing wave of emotion froze him in his tracks. Elias spun Kaep around to his left side, slipping a short sword from his belt, holding it to her neck. His devilish grin was sickening. Ryl didn’t doubt that he’d slit her throat in an instant. He struggled against the restraint as he felt his body start to crumple under the weight. The burning in his left arm crescendoed.

      Kaep stared at him, her eyes filled with the moisture of overflowing emotion. She chewed on the cloth gag in her mouth, though the effort faded as the paralyzing hopelessness crushed her will as well. Slender lines of black snaked up from her neck, slithering onto her cheeks.

      The pair of Lei Guard from the rear of the wagon rounded to the side after Kaep’s unceremonious dismount. They separated, standing on opposite sides of the door. Each bowed at the waist, holding an arm outstretched to the passenger within. Ryl stifled a gasp at the appearance of the hands that extended from the depths of the carriage.

      The skin was pale, cracked and dry. It looked more like tanned leather than flesh. The hands were marred with dark splotches that stretched up to where the skin hid beneath the golden trappings that covered it. The man who followed was trapped in the most opulent clothing Ryl could have imagined. The jewels he’d seen on display, flaunted carelessly by the lords at the Harvest, were nothing more than pebbles compared to the extravagant adornments on the king’s clothing.

      King Lunek the Third shuffled from the carriage, hardly the image of royal grace. His motions were sluggish, painstakingly planned. He seemed to hold his posture in check, arching his back with effort to hide the inherent slouch of ages.

      Every inch of the king’s clothing seemed to sparkle as the fire from the sun scintillated off gold leaf, precious stones, and shimmering fabric. The sheer grandeur made Ryl’s stomach turn. The excess was flaunted to such a degree that the image made him long for the simple beauty of Vim.

      Adorned with finery the likes of which few had likely witnessed, the rest of the man seemed extraordinarily plain. His body was thin, though the flowing robes seemed to make his presence swell beyond its natural state. The features of his face were stern. His rigid jawline and high, sharp cheekbones had likely one day commanded obedience. Today the pale, splotchy skin shielded the features that had eroded with the ages. A diminutive figure, cloaked in all black, slipped out from behind the king, taking its place behind him, hidden behind the flowing robes of the ruler of Damaris.

      The finery of the king presented a fine show for those inclined to greed and the thirst for power. Every inch of the man seemed to be steeped in riches. Lords and ladies would kill willingly for the opportunity to collect but a miniscule share of his scraps.

      Ryl’s eyes weren’t fooled by the image. The king was but a man, ancient, dressed in finery that did little to disguise the truth. His age was undeniable. So too was the black essence that oozed from his very soul. To the naked eye, he was one who commanded respect. To the phrenic, he was a man. Tainted and ruthless.

      Controlled by the dark power of greed.

      The one who truly held the strings lurked unseen in his shadow. There was no shielding his presence. Even without the screams of the alexen that coursed through his veins, his identity was indisputable.

      Leiroth.

      “At last, the tribute has come before the king to beg for forgiveness.” The voice of the king was still powerful. “Your insults will not go unpunished.”

      Ryl felt the undeniable tingle of forced emotion as the king attempted to add an air of dominance to his words. The sensation was sickly, dark, and unnatural. It wafted over Ryl, leaving an aftertaste of disgust. The effort, though masterful for a man born without the gift of alexen, fell flat against the phrenic. Lunek snarled as his effort broached no sign of response.

      Ryl had no fear of the king.

      The pain in Ryl’s arm swelled. He felt the burning as the power in his veins pleaded for release. Though feeble, the light around his arms swelled.

      “I beg nothing of you,” Ryl growled. “You are a mere puppet. A twisted old man, too foolish to see that you control nothing. Even the life that flows within you is a lie.”

      The king’s face flashed with anger before blanching, reverting to a calculating coldness. Ryl could feel the lingering tendril of Leiroth’s actions, his persuasion as the king spoke again.

      “Such a fight for one so ill-versed in the nature of the world,” Lunek growled. “I’ve seen ages pass before you were even a glimmer of hope in your parents’ eyes. They cast you aside for the abomination you truly are.”

      Ryl felt the heat of anger rush through his veins. The Leaves in his hands flashed to life. The serrated green blades were fragile, burning with nothing more than a flicker of their usual strength. A wave of fear and hopelessness crashed over him, forcing him to his knees. The mythical weapons fell from his hands, bouncing harmlessly on the stones of the courtyard.

      “You have failed. Those who trusted you were duped by your tricks into believing they held a sliver of a chance at survival,” Lunek cursed. “There is no hope. The tributes will be rounded up, they will be hunted without mercy, for in their stead, I will have you. I will have those you brought from the depths of the Outlands.”

      The king took a single small shuffled step forward.

      “The demons know where they hide,” he sneered. “We will wipe them from existence. They do not even exist in myths. There is nothing left for history to forget.”

      Ryl struggled against the oppression that held him down. The burning glow of his arm begged for release, yet he couldn’t muster the strength. Not that it would have amounted to much in the face of such overwhelming odds.

      Leiroth stepped from behind the king. He moved with a wraithlike gait, silent, yet every step seemed to radiate darkness that covered the ground around him. He paused between the king and Elias.

      Leiroth stood a head shorter than the ancient lord. He stepped in close, whispering in the king’s ear for a moment before taking his subservient place by his side. He crossed his arms behind his back. Though Ryl couldn’t see his eyes, the wicked smirk on his face was chilling.

      “Their fate matters not,” the king said. “Your blood will suffice. From what I understand, it is quite a potent blend.”

      “I’ll never give you what you want.” Ryl struggled to form the words through the oppressive hatred that choked him.

      The king chuckled. It was a raspy, weak murmur that seemed to rattle the entirety of his withered frame.

      “And yet, I’ll have it nonetheless.” He glared. “What you see before you is the dawn of a new age. With the strength of the Horde in my hands, we will ensure our peace for generations to come.”

      “Peace?” Ryl growled as he interrupted. “The demons massacred a city. You marched through the blood of your own citizens to get here.”

      The king fixed him with a glare that would have withered a normal man.

      “Yet it was you who led them here,” he hissed. “It was you who brought them to the gates. The blood is on your hands. They obey my command and mine alone.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to argue. Leiroth clenched his hands into fists, pummeling him with a sensation so desperate he struggled to breathe through the pain.

      “I grow weary of this episode,” the king muttered. “Finish this, Leiroth.”

      With a snarl, the king spun on his heel before shuffling back to the carriage. The Lei Guard assisted his weakened frame into the wagon.

      Ryl was helpless. Even with the combined strength of the phrenics, there was little respite from the overwhelming power of the thousands of Lei Guard who filled the courtyard. He feared Leiroth alone would have been more than they could have handled. The Horde were simple; they fought with fear and numbers alone. For their part, they forced no emotions from their darkened bodies. Their power was in their strength. In the inherent fear of the unknown.

      Somehow, through the ages, Leiroth had twisted that power. Forged it not only into a power that could be harnessed but into a power that could control the lustful hearts of men.

      Leiroth watched the king enter the wagon before turning his gaze back to Ryl.

      “I feel the power that has grown in you.” His voice was soft, merely a whisper, yet it hissed around him like the whipping winds of a storm. “Harvested a cycle early, if I recall. Come with me, and I’ll let them go free.”

      He waved his arm toward the palisade.

      Ryl’s heart surged with a momentary glimmer of hope, though he knew it to be merely a ruse.

      “You know as well as I who the Horde truly obeys. I can see it in your eyes.” He paused; his icy glare focused on Ryl. He could feel the chill sweep through his body. The alexen steamed through his veins in protest.

      “If not them, then perhaps her.” He grinned. “Your friend did well to bring her to me. You’ve abandoned them all to seek the girl. The foolishness of youth. The curse of emotions. You have failed them all. They have nowhere to hide. They’ll never make the safety of their mountain. Not without you. You’ve cursed them all to death.”

      The cackle that rumbled from his body was sickening. A racking rumble that spewed notes of twisted joy across the courtyard.

      “The decision is yours to make,” Leiroth added. He nodded to Elias at his side.

      Ryl watched as his friend tightened his hold on Kaep’s cloak, pulling her head back with his left arm. The blade in his right hand indented the skin of her neck. A soft whimper choked from beneath her gag. A tear streaked from her eye, tracing a line down her cheek. Elias’s mouth was curled into a snarl of vicious mirth.

      It was then that Ryl finally met eyes with the shell of what was once his friend.

      For a moment their eyes locked. The hatred that remained was crushing. Ryl felt the last of his willpower evaporate under the withering look. The Elias he remembered had eyes so full of wonder. Of joy. Of hope.

      Ryl’s strength was failing. Faltering under the oppressive hatred of Leiroth and his guard. He had so little left to give. His voice was silenced under the force of the emotion. The noise failed as his lips mouthed the soundless words.

      “Elias, please,” he begged.

      The darkness of doubt clouded his mind. The seeds of fear took root, blossoming as they grew.

      He had failed them.

      Failed them all.

      There was no hope.

      Ryl was left to communicate only through his eyes. They were riddled with agony and fear. Tears welled in their corners. His look swelled with the guilt of words left unsaid. Promises left unfulfilled. They pleaded with Elias. Begged for the brother he was to return. His eyes fell on the exposed skin of Elias’s neck. The brand, still red after all the cycles, poked out from underneath the collar of his shirt.

      H1349.

      The words he’d heard his friend utter time and time again returned with a jolt.

      Ryl closed his eyes, struggling against the weight of the assault that muted his voice. The alexen in his veins surged with agitated fury. His voice registered as little more than a whisper. Though feeble, he forced out the words.

      “They can never take away who you are.” He fought to form cohesive sounds. “One day, you’ll get the chance to show them.”

      Elias’s glare was locked onto his fragile gaze the moment his eyes reopened. The venom was potent. Undisturbed. Ryl felt a sinking feeling as his willpower shattered.

      The weight of Elias’s glare broke for a moment as he blinked his eyes. The look that greeted him when he opened them once more was startling. Gone was the hatred, the malice, the wickedness. The look was haunting. Ryl had seen it before.

      It was an image forever burned into his mind.

      Elias’s Harvest.

      Ryl watched in horror as the corner of Elias’s mouth curled upward into a crooked smile.

      Elias winked as he mouthed the words that made Ryl’s heart skip a beat.

      “Farewell, my brother.”

      The tip of Elias’s blade dropped from Kaep’s neck. With speed that defied convention, Elias spun the blade in his hand into a reverse grip. He screamed as he slammed the blade backward. The point buried into the chest of Leiroth before punching through his back with a spray of blood.

      In the same motion, he thrust Kaep forward with his opposite arm.

      Leiroth’s mouth snapped open as his eyes widened in shock and pain. The devastating pressure from the torment of his emotional assault snuffed out. The crushing weight of the Lei Guard’s assault faltered as the collective noise of thousands of blades freeing their sheaths roared through the square. As one, the line of Lei Guard converged on his position.

      Freed from the burden of Leiroth’s assault, Ryl dipped into the speed that had begged for release. Time slowed to a crawl. He scooped up a single dormant blade with his right hand as he exploded forward. The force threatened to tear his body in two. The blade flashed to life, this time burning with the collective rage of the alexen in his veins.

      The brilliant sun, speckled with the scattered black dots, throbbed with increasing waves of pain. The white glow swelled around his arm as he charged forward.

      Though their motions were slowed, the Lei Guard moved with a speed shockingly similar to his phrenic companions. Kaep struggled to remove the gag from her mouth as she stumbled forward. The ring of blackened warriors closed in. Elias twisted the sword before wrenching the blade from Leiroth’s chest. A river of blood rushed from the devastating wound to the ancient phrenic’s body. He flipped his grip on the blade, spinning to meet the incoming charge. Ryl screamed as he was smothered, trampled by the raging bodies.

      A sensation of anger, unfiltered and raw, washed over him as the Lei Guard lost control of their emotions. There was no denying a potent undertone of panic that registered amongst the sensation. While the unrestrained anger engulfed him from all sides, the panic was localized, coming from where Leiroth had vanished, swallowed by the wall of his approaching guards.

      The glow from the sun tattooed on his arm was blinding. He stumbled as he felt the alexen rush to his left arm. As they moved, they left a disturbing chill, an empty weariness. His extremities felt hollow and lifeless.

      Kaep was only meters away. The Lei Guard only steps behind. Ryl screamed as his legs gave out from under him. He lurched forward. Kaep caught him as he toppled over. Her hands were still bound at the wrists. She braced his falling body against her forearms. Her palms rested on either side of his face, covering the protruding scars from the brands that marked his neck.

      The jolt of power, of unfiltered electricity, was overwhelming. It surged through every fiber in his body, covering him from head to toe. All external sensations ceased as the ripple of energy crackled through him.

      The Lei Guard froze in their places. The light from his arm blossomed into a blinding white. For an instant, the glow banished the impenetrable shadows that darkened the upper half of their faces. Their eyes showed an emotion that contradicted the vengeful snarls that marred their lips.

      Theirs was a look of profound longing. Excitement.

      The white light enveloped all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 51

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ryl found himself surrounded by nothing but white. His body still crackled with electricity, yet he could move nothing save his eyes. He had no concept of direction, though his insides churned with the perception of speed.

      External sensation started with his toes. He felt the cool, smooth texture of the stone where he stood. Measure by measure the sensation returned to his limbs. He felt the weight of his body press upon his legs, the uncertainty flutter in his stomach. His heart raced. His vision cleared to an otherworldly scene.

      The white nothingness that surrounded him faded, twisting and swirling away like mist parted by the breeze. To his left, the green, thriving foothills were heavily laden with growth. The rolling hills swelled into a massive range that teemed with color.

      With life.

      To his right, drab, gnarled vegetation dotted the terrain. Sporadic withered bushes grew blood-red flowers as they clung desperately to the fractured, jagged mountains behind. The terrain was bland.

      Lifeless.

      Ryl knew the vision. The nexus to where the awakening had deposited him. He felt the warmth of the glowing golden sun high in the azure sky to his left radiate on his cheek. His other side felt the chill as the black orb leached the color and life from the bleached sky.

      His gaze traveled to the horizon. The tall, wild grasses of the landscape swayed gently from side to side, pushed by an unseen breeze. Though the air around him was still, his phrenic cloak flapped gently to the side. Ryl rotated slowly, his vision admiring the beauty of the diametric landscape.

      He stopped abruptly. An extrinsic sensation gave away the appearance of another. It was a welcome warmth he’d grown to long for.

      A single figure stood before him.

      The long flowing phrenic cloak rippled at the hands of an unfelt wind. The lithe figure stood confidently. Strands of hair, burning brilliant amber as they captured the light of the sun, blew across her exposed face.

      Kaep smiled, though the expression was pained.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it,” she whispered. Her voice resonated through his body.

      “I’m sorry, Kaep. I couldn’t reach you,” Ryl blurted out.

      She laughed, a single demure chuckle. Her chest rose and fell with a deep breath.

      “Do not lay the blame on yourself, as I assign none of it to you,” she cooed. “The Erlyn understood. She gifted me the strength to accomplish what must be done. Of the forces at play and of your role.”

      Ryl cocked his head slightly, eying her with a look of confusion.

      “And of mine.” Her voice contained infinite sadness.

      “What of our roles, Kaep?” Ryl inquired.

      She stepped closer, placing her left hand on his arm where the intricate leaves of the vines covered his skin. Her touch was exhilarating. Even though his body coursed with energy, the contact sent a jolt of power flowing through him.

      Where her hand met his arm, the markings of his tattoo shifted. The twisting vines and leaves moved to accommodate space for her hand to rest. The arboreal pattern covered her fingers, slowly weaving up her forearm as well.

      “This is what the Erlyn Woods showed me,” she whispered, bringing her head close to his. Every moment her hand lingered on his arm, the energy surged through his body.

      “You are the catalyst, Ryl,” she whispered. “You have brought the wind needed to steer them in the right direction. There is still more for you to do. They need your light to hold back the darkness that surrounds us all.”

      Kaep’s image faltered slightly as her hand remained connected to his arm. The energy continued to flow into him. His body swelled with a power he could scarcely contain. Ryl caught the hint of movement from the periphery of his vision.

      He turned his head toward the broken cliff, toward the black sun that stole the color, the life from the crumbling hills. The landscape to the right, beneath the broken crags of the ragged mountains, swarmed with the blackened bodies of the Horde. Ryl flinched at the sight, yet the expected emotion, the hatred, raw and unfiltered, was absent. The demons stood in place, their lanky bodies swaying side to side gently as if pushed by the same wind that jostled his cloak. They watched patiently; their eyes curious.

      Kaep’s figure flickered as the opacity faded. A faint green glow began to shimmer, highlighting the outline of her body.

      Ryl panicked as the details of her form began to fade from view. In places, the soft green glow was all that remained. He tried to pull his arm away, yet she was bound to him.

      “Fear not. I will be with you always, Ryl,” she continued. “Let me be your light, your voice of reason when the darkness clouds your way.”

      His eyes turned to her, staring into the large hazel orbs that met his gaze. There was a note of profound sadness, yet a sense of relief filled her eyes.

      “You are the catalyst.” Her voice was little more than a breath on the wind. “You are the fulcrum between light and dark.”

      Ryl reached for her, trying desperately to pull her fading frame to his body. His hand passed through her form as if it wasn’t there.

      Kaep smiled.

      “You are their hope.” Her voice was nothing but a whisper in his head. “Until we meet again, Ryl.”

      She leaned in close, planting a tender kiss on his cheek. The energy that accompanied the gentle touch was overwhelming. Ryl gritted his teeth as the power streamed into his body. Kaep’s body disappeared into the nothingness of the nexus. His vision faded as the blinding whiteness overwhelmed his senses.
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      Ryl’s eyes snapped open.

      The blinding light that had swelled around his body cleared, resolving into the dramatic view he’d recently departed. He’d expected the incoming charge of the Lei Guard to run him to ground.

      The black-cloaked warriors were stalled in their approach as time remained frozen.

      He expected to see Kaep.

      He stood alone in the center of the courtyard.

      Kaep was gone.

      The hollow weakness that had overcome his body only moments earlier had vanished. He felt rejuvenated. His energy felt limitless. The throbbing pain that pulsed from his left arm again had faded. The origin of the light seemed to now be emanating from his body. The entirety of his frame burned with a blinding light. He felt the alexen course through his veins, raging with an unbearable power that far surpassed his norm.

      The sphere of white light swelling from his body expanded outward. The blinding aura spread out over the courtyard, swallowing the Lei Guard under its influence. Ryl screamed as the power exploded from him. He felt the massive release. The shock wave rippled outward, tossing the Lei Guard from their feet. His body quivered as the energy rushed from him, spreading out over the surrounding square,

      As quickly as it had erupted, the sphere of light contracted, drawing the energy back to its source. The force of the recoil knocked him backward. He balanced his body, falling to a single knee as he was thrust by the might.

      Ryl’s scream carried on long past the diffusion of the blast. The voices that accompanied his cries of agony, of pain, of desperation were absent from his voice. Whether they had been the voices of phrenics long past, or the rage of the Horde, they were silent. His emotion dwarfed them all. It was his voice, and his alone, that cried out. His long, pathetic, agonized scream breached the silence of midday.

      The impact of the energy returning to its source, to him, had left him reeling. The weight pressed him backward and into the ground. His shoes left streaks on the ground where he had slid across the stone.

      Prior to Kaep’s touch, his body had been both mentally and physically exhausted. She had propped him up. Her energy had electrified his withered body. It coursed through him, animating the alexen in his veins.

      His left arm felt heavy, almost detached from the rest of his sensation. The blazing sun tattooed around the joint of his elbow was clouded with a myriad of black streaks. Thousands of individual black stains blended together as they sought to blot out the sun.

      He could feel the darkness that infested his arm. The vicious whisper of hatred, agony, of wanton destruction and death surged into his mind. They struck with a ferocity he’d not expected.

      As it sought for control of his mind, a hint of emotion rippled through his opposite arm. He cast a curious glance down at the location, startled to see the alteration of the vine tattoo. A handprint remained where Kaep’s hand had rested on his arm. Blended into the vines and leaves that wrapped around his skin, it fit perfectly into the design as if it had been purposefully created with it in mind.

      Ryl rubbed his left hand over the fresh marking. A jolt of energy greeted his touch. A whisper of emotion registered.

      It was hope.

      He felt the spark race up his arm. It crossed his chest, exploding through his body when it reached his heart. The foreign cries of hatred vanished. The lingering sense of warmth remained for a moment, faint yet recognizable.

      It was her aura he recognized.

      It was Kaep.

      Ryl turned his eyes to the courtyard before him. The Lei Guard remained still where they had fallen. Their black cloaks spread out around them, creating a sea of darkness that coated the ground. Behind their ranks, the army of the Horde remained.

      They stood frozen in place. Their focus was singular. They stared at Ryl with cautious attentiveness, as a servant watches their master. As he stepped forward, their steadfast line faltered. With every step they retreated further.

      Ryl stopped at the body of the first Lei Guard he reached. He knelt along its side, watching carefully for a moment. The steady rise and fall of its chest was visible. The breaths were gentle as if in the grips of a deep slumber. He slowly peeled back the black hood that covered its eyes.

      The face that greeted him was peaceful. He looked upon the figure of a woman. Though older than he, her face was familiar. He felt the hint of recognition, though he had likely never seen her before. The snarl of hatred had vanished from her lips. Ryl watched as her eyelids batted as the dreams raged through her dreaming mind.

      Ryl scanned the bodies nearby, searching for one in particular. Still dressed in the ill-fitting borrowed clothing, Elias stood out from the Lei Guard around him. He rushed to his friend’s side, his cautious optimism fading as he closed in on his still form.

      Elias lay facedown on the stone. His clothes were in tatters. Clean slashes tore through the cloth, biting deep into the skin below. Blood soaked the fabric, matting it to his skin. He knelt at his friend’s side, gently rolling his limp body over. There was no motion to his chest. Ryl knew he was no more.

      The tears welled in his eyes as he viewed Elias’s lifeless form. The agony of losing his friend to the Harvest had never abated. The elation as they had been reunited was marred by the sting of betrayal and his failure. The grief was overpowering. Tears streamed down his face, splashing to the ground at his feet. There they mixed with the pool of crimson that soaked the ground.

      Though life no longer existed in his body, Elias’s face presented a haunting reminder of the young man Ryl considered a brother. The mischievous grin that had been so natural, seemingly ever present, once again graced his face.

      Ryl closed his eyes, temporarily stopping the tears that flowed. He bowed his head, resting his hand gently on his friend’s forehead. He inhaled a deep, steadying breath.

      “Thank you, my friend. My brother,” he whispered between sobs.

      In the end, it had been Elias’s action that had saved them all. One final, potent stunt before the gates that had come to define their lives.

      From behind him, there was a low rumble as the drawbar slid back from the massive door. The hinges creaked in protest. The sound of rapid footsteps grew as the curious poured from the gate.

      A wet gurgling sound issued from the ground near the king’s carriage. Ryl moved cautiously toward the source. Lying on his back, slightly propped up against the unconscious body of a Lei Guard, Leiroth gasped for breath. The black hood had been blown back, revealing a face, ancient and racked with pain. He coughed a single wet cough as Ryl approached. A splatter of blood spewed from his mouth, the sticky remnants staining his chin.

      Blood pumped steadily from the gaping wound in his chest. His hands, coated in crimson mixed with streaks of black, pressed against the weeping hole in his body. His lifeblood streamed through the gaps between his fingers. Around him, a swelling pool of deep red swirled with stains of black.

      Ryl could feel none of the awe-inspiring power that had oozed from his body. No emotion pumped from his core, though his expression was telling. His eyes screamed with pain.

      With fear.

      With desperation.

      As Leiroth blinked, Ryl watched his eyes rack as they shifted focus. His blood-soaked right hand reached up from the gash in his chest. The black cloak on his arm slid down, revealing the bloodstained evidence of complex tattoos below. Unstoppered, the blood rushed from his chest like a river.

      “A transference,” Leiroth gasped through gargled breaths. Blood splattered from his mouth. Dark crimson stained with streaks of black.

      Ryl looked down on the ancient phrenic before him. He had been awakened once. Craving power that was never his to bear, he’d turned against his own. Ages of torture, death and corruption followed his actions. Ryl listened for the alexen inside.

      There was nothing but chilling silence.

      Ages of torture and death rested on his head. Forgiveness would not be granted. They had accepted what would become.

      “Your sins die with you, Leiroth,” Ryl whispered. “Your tainted legacy ends today.”

      The blade in his right hand burst to light in a wash of green fire. With a single slash, the weapon severed Leiroth’s hand.

      There would be no transference of power.

      The shock on Leiroth’s face blanched to a look of pure horror. Ryl watched the remaining life fade from his eyes. The dying phrenic gargled as he attempted to find the words to express himself.

      Ryl turned away, walking toward the carriage. His body flooded with a mixed set of emotions. He was relieved, yet he experienced no joy taking life. The awful knot in his stomach threatened to release the churning contents.

      The door of the carriage had swung wide open. Jostled by the breeze, the black-painted door thumped as it clicked against the side of the wagon. The interior of the king’s carriage was dim, lit only by a single lantern. The flame flickered as it burned low, splashing its light on the crimson fabric that covered the padded interior. Flickers of light sparked off the jewels sewn into the material. Strips of gold framed the modest window on the opposite side.

      Slumped against the far wall was the king. His body was shriveled, barely more than a skeleton wrapped in voluptuous, ornately adorned finery. His face was haunting. His eyes were sunken deep into his skull, his skin shriveled and cracked. The low, flickering light cast deep, heavy shadows, highlighting the severe, bony features of the corpse.

      The gift of a life extended far beyond natural means had been removed. The power, stolen from the countless lives he’d seen enslaved and tortured, had been reclaimed. The blessing that had maintained his existence became his curse.

      King Lunek the Third was dead.

      Ryl stepped back, closing the door to the black carriage. The approach of footsteps from behind stopped as they reached his side. To his right, Andr stood, one hand resting casually on the pommel of his sword. The other patted Ryl on the shoulder. Ramm and Vox paused off his opposite side. Though their eyes were shadowed, he met their gazes. They nodded subtly. Vox handed him the second of the Leaves he’d dropped in the courtyard.

      He stowed the dormant blade as the wind swelled around his right arm. With the single blade in his right hand still burning with green fire, he slashed at the black carriage. The wind released, carrying with it a gout of flame. The fire splashed outward as it struck the carriage. Within moments, the entirety of the wagon was aflame.

      A funeral pyre for a king.

      “What of the Horde, Ryl?” It was Andr’s voice that broke the silence.

      Ryl scanned the area. From the north, the glowing signatures of the phrenics approached from the palisade. To the south, the line of Horde shifted. He let the burning blade in his right hand go dormant before stowing the innocuous stick in its holster behind his back.

      He closed his eyes, concentrating on the darkness that scarred the sun emblazoned on his left arm. The momentary stab of pain was tremendous, yet it quickly faded to little more than a memory.

      Ryl glanced at his arm as he opened his eyes once more. The shades of light and dark had inverted once again, yet the reach of the blackness had grown. Little of his hand now remained unmarked by streaks of darkness.

      His eyes burned with fury as he met the line of the demons. They wavered under his glare. He focused his thoughts on the monochromatic red hue of the jagged landscape they called home. He hammered them with a sense of urgency. A sense of panic.

      Ryl took a single purposeful step forward. The emotion poured from his body.

      Their line broke.

      He could feel their presence moving. Moving westward. The blackened shadows receded at a dizzying pace.

      Ryl glanced to his sides. The carriage was fully engulfed in flame. A thick plume of black smoke billowed into the sky. To his opposite side, his body contorted into a gruesome pose, Leiroth’s withered corpse remained. Like the king, his form had shriveled as the ravages of time caught up with him. His mouth was open, locked into a soundless scream.

      “It was Leiroth who was corrupted, and by his command, the tainted Lei Guard they feared,” Ryl stated. “Among their peers they respect power. Nothing more.”

      He flexed his left arm, watching as the swirling mass shifted as he squeezed his fist.

      “What happened to you?” Paasek asked as he hobbled up to the group, standing among the still bodies of the Lei Guard. “You’ve vanished from my sight. Again.”

      “Aye, my friend,” Ryl acknowledged as he strode toward the retreating mass of Horde. “I’ve become what the prophecy has foretold. And more.”

      He turned, scanning the palisade. The guards were shaken. Vigil assisted the guards from Cadsae Proper and those of House Eligar as they sought to regain their footing. Some nursed wounds, as the blast had rocked them from their feet. His eyes paused as his vision met with Le’Dral and Fay in turn.

      “The kingdom will need the phrenics of old,” Ryl added. “They will need support. They will need council. There’s a history they have yet to learn and a future that will be brighter tomorrow than today. There will be much to do to right the wrongs of generations. Worry not about the Horde. Lead the tributes to Vim. The way will be clear.”

      Ryl turned his eyes to the remains of Cadsae Proper. The shadow of the Horde that covered the city streets moved to the west with haste. The vast sea of darkness retreated like the water of an ebbing tide.

      There was a commotion among the king’s army to the east. Fighting had broken out in the vanguard as the soldiers fell upon the Lei Guard who’d held them in thrall. Ryl watched as one after another they were pulled from their horses, overwhelmed by the staggering numbers.

      No longer sealed into ranks by the fear of reprisal, the army churned with activity. Many dispersed, rushing toward the remains of the East Ward, where the fire still raged out of control. Some fled to the west, throwing down their arms.

      None were pursued.

      “The Horde retreat as if they’re scared,” Andr commented. “They run from something.”

      Ryl nodded his head as he met eyes with his friend.

      Leiroth was a crucial piece to the misery that had enveloped his early life. The king was another. With their deaths, that life was now at a close.

      A new journey lay ahead.

      “They fear me. For I am part of them,” Ryl said. “The prophecy has guided the actions leading to today. There is no longer a need for a catalyst. The fires of change are beyond extinguishing. They have been secured by the defiance of Vim.”

      Ryl grinned as he looked at Paasek.

      “As much as I am phrenic, so too am I the Horde.” He added. “I am the fulcrum. “

      “The balance will be restored.”
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