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      Lord Kagran cursed as the wine sloshed from his crystal goblet. The heavy crimson liquid rolled down his shimmering, velvety garments. He swatted at the offending beads before they could soak into his opulent finery. The string of profanities, seemingly unbefitting for a man of his station, carried on in excess.

      “Curse these roads,” Lord Kagran steamed, brimming with anger at the innocent affront of the drink.

      The servant seated silently to his side in the spacious carriage hurried to dab at the liquid with a clean cloth. His eyes were filled with a cultivated fear as his master continued to vent. The young man, seated stoically at his side, merely grinned at the scene. The expression quickly vanished at the vehement glare from the lord.

      “Mind yourself, my son,” he hissed. “Lest you forget, Tev, it is through my will alone that you will one day have a tribute ripening for the Harvest.”

      Kagran’s mood had been foul since the king’s missive had arrived over a moon past. He glared across the carriage at his youngest son, who now averted his eyes after his father’s chiding. Neither he nor any members of his vaunted house had any tributes readied for this cycle’s Harvest, so the lengthy journey to Cadsae Proper was an inconvenient irregularity.

      Marching at the head of his house’s army was another.

      The most recent troubling word had come by way of the king’s councilor, delivered by hand. In fact, the displeasing string of missives from the lord he owed his fealty heaped a copious amount of anxiety enough to addle his daily activities.

      The wagon skipped again as it rolled over the uneven road.

      Rumors of discontent, while ever present, had been circulating with greater frequency and far less secrecy. Like the irregular winds at the head of a storm, they warned of a coming gale. Why then would the king summon the forces of all the loyal houses to Cadsae Proper? It was true, the port city upheld the hallowed distinction as the guardian of The Stocks, yet it was a remote corner of the kingdom bounded by the impenetrable palisades.

      Nothing lay beyond but the wastes of the Outlands.

      The orders from King Lunek the Third demanded a showing of the full force of each of the great houses. Lord Kagran had ruled over his territory for more cycles than he could count. The Blessing of the King, a gift from his father nearly two and a half centuries earlier, had sustained him far longer than his natural life expectancy. He had grown old, though in appearance, he did not look the part. He had grown wealthy and wise.

      He had grown ruthless.

      He was well aware that he commanded the largest force aside from the soldiers who fought under the standard of the king. No, he would not leave his house unprotected in his absence. Though his number mimicked his full force, over fifteen thousand strong, many were little more than reserves or conscripts only months into their service. His forces remaining at home were well entrenched, fortified, well trained and provisioned. They’d allow no invading troops to enter his lands.

      Had the king known? Word had reached his ear of the disruption of the annual Harvest. They’d passed scores of citizens in the previous days, all bearing a similar version, though likely exaggerated. The tales were unbelievable at best. Stories of magic. Mythical warriors who cast fire from their hands and fought with blades burning with green flames. A large plume of smoke had appeared on the southern horizon earlier in the morning.

      The march to Cadsae Proper was to take them weeks, close to three-quarters of a moon. His officers had their work cut out for them training the army. They’d accomplish the task, or pay the price for failure.

      He suffered no failure.

      The wagon ground to a slow halt as the steady sound of fast-approaching hoofbeats rumbled closer. The wagon shifted as his personal guards took their position before his door. The thunder of hooves slowed.

      “My lord.” The voice that greeted him was familiar. A captain of his forces beckoned.

      Shifting the plush curtains aside, he glared out at the interruption, squinting as the rays of the setting sun to the west shone directly in his eyes.

      “A messenger, my lord,” his captain continued. “He brings word from Cadsae Proper.”

      Lord Kagran’s interest was piqued. He shuffled his frame across the comfortably padded seats, easing the door open, alighting from the wagon with assistance from his personal guards standing at attention on either side. He heard the soft padding of his son’s feet hit the ground behind him a moment later.

      Along the flank of his captain’s horse, a single rider remained mounted. The messenger was filthy, his uniform and skin caked with a thick layer of dust. His mount foamed at the mouth, its massive chest heaving with every breath. The rider was young, dressed in the telltale uniform of the king’s soldiers. Through the dust and grime, worry was clearly written across the young man’s face.

      “What news?” he snapped. He saw no sense in disguising his irritation.

      “Cadsae Proper burns, my lord,” the messenger stammered. Clearly shaken, he stumbled through his message as best he could. “The city is lost.”

      “Lost?” Kagran boomed as he cut off the rattled soldier. His impatience got the better of his moderation. Internally, the hint of excitement blossomed. A lingering yearning, one he doubted that any in his position could honestly deny.

      “The king’s army. The Lei Guard. All accompanied His Majesty. There is no force of man that could have overtaken them.” He scoffed at the statement.

      Through the coating of dust, the color blanched from the face of the young rider.

      Lord Kagran’s excitement swelled.

      “It was no army of man. It was the beasts from the Outlands. The Horde, my lord,” he whispered. “The king. The population of Cadsae Proper. They’re dead.”

      Kagran felt his heart race as the information settled in. He let his eyes go wide; an astonished gasp slipped from his lips—one that he hoped didn’t sound forced. He covered his mouth with one hand, resting his other on the guard at his side as he let his knees quiver from the apparent shock.

      “No,” he gasped, doing his best to feign true remorse and utter devastation. “The Lei Guard rode with the king. The army. What of them?”

      If the guard noted his forced emotions, he showed no sign of surprise. The tingle of anticipation swelled from his core. Though the messenger’s tale had likely been well rehearsed over the long miles, his voice still displayed the tone of disbelief.

      “The demons showed no remorse. They massacred the civilians, yet the army remained intact,” he answered. “The beasts followed the will of the king. The Lei Guard held them in check. The demons preyed only on those who abandoned their ranks.”

      “There have been no sightings in over a millennium,” Lord Kagran gasped. There was no need to feign disguise at the admission. The facts were as unbelievable as they were shocking. “Where are the demons now?”

      “They returned to the Outlands,” he continued. “There are few who witnessed the battle before the Pining Gates. The avenues run with rivers of blackened blood. The bodies of tens of thousands of the demons choke the road.”

      Kagran felt his heart accelerate with excitement.

      “The king is lost? Are you certain?” He gasped. “If not by their hands, how did he fall?”

      The messenger shook his head adamantly.

      “Aye. That he is dead there is no question,” he offered. “The same warriors who disrupted the Harvest held the gates. Rumors of their powers then grossly underestimated their true strength. To a man, the Lei Guard were incapacitated. Not dead, but unconscious. None know who they are. They collected the bodies on wagons, leading them into The Stocks.”

      Though the words of the messenger rang with truth, the rumors of the powers had to be exaggerated. His mind dwelled on the possibilities for only a moment before shifting to that of his own desires. His heart raced at the fortuitous shift in his fortune.

      “Find accommodations for the messenger. See that he and his horse are rested and well provisioned.” Lord Kagran turned to one of his personal guards. The man responded without question, ushering the road-weary messenger toward the rear of their great column. Lord Kagran watched them depart for several moments, the wicked grin fighting to spread across his face.

      “See that he carries no further messages,” Kagran whispered to the remaining guard at his side. The man nodded, his face impassive as he stalked after the retreating rider and escort. His hand fell ominously to the hilt of his sword.

      The eternal reign of King Lunek the Third was no more.

      His feared henchmen, the dreaded Lei Guard, were no more.

      The tributes were lost, the element who secured their temporary freedom slunk further into The Stocks.

      The Kingdom of Damaris would need a voice. It would look to leadership. No house alone could match the strength of his army.

      “Captain,” Lord Kagran bellowed. There was no longer the need to disguise the look of greed that had overtaken his face. “The port city is lost. Rally the troops. We march on Leremont.

      “We march on the capital.”
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      The wind blew from the southeast, striking his back as he leaned against the cold stone railing. From his perch high atop the guard tower that sprouted from the corner of the southern and western palisades, Ryl’s view to the west was uninhibited. His eyes cautiously scanned the horizon.

      There were no signs of motion.

      It had become the repetitive norm though the ever-present worry remained a lingering discomfort. His vision rolled across the fertile landscape, newly illuminated by the morning sun. As it had done daily for the last moon, only the motion of the clouds overhead disturbed the still of the terrain. His vigil had been consistent, though thankfully presented nothing new.

      The vibrant colors, the healthy greenery of the fertile, wild land to the west had been trampled into a brown slurry of mud and waste. The multitude of clawed feet had scarred the earth, painting a massive swath of disturbed soil that stretched across to the horizon.

      Ryl still gaped in awe at the sheer numbers that had caused the destruction. The overwhelming force had been choked by the close quarters of Cadsae Proper. They had been slaughtered by the thousands upon the avenue before the Pining Gates. His stomach churned at the thought of the rivers of blackened blood and indescribable filth that had streamed down the crude gutters of the devastated city.

      An errant gust of wind pushed from the sea to the south. The brine from the water was still strong here, yet there was nothing it could do to wash free the traces of the putrid scent. The stench of the Horde still lingered. The odor of death accompanied every breath. Though the fires had long subsided, a hint of ash remained.

      The combination was revolting. Both in odor and in the memories it conjured. Ryl guessed that the cleansing scent of the sea would forever share a tragic bond within the recesses of his mind. The calming aromas of the salty air would be forever tainted by the devastation that had defined the last moon.

      The resulting scents of Cadsae Proper would live on long after the decimated city was rebuilt.

      Every howl of the wind sent a shiver down his spine. Ryl recalled every gut-wrenching scream that had echoed through the night as the Horde butchered all who had failed to heed their warnings. He squeezed his eyes shut, pleading with his mind to purge the images of the massacre left in their wake.

      For a time, they had labored to cleanse the city. For days, the armies worked hand in hand to remove the dead, both human and inhuman alike. Burials were largely out of the question. By and large, the remains were nondescript, only identifiable by species. Funeral pyres had dominated the great markets of the ports. It was with great remorse and much deliberation that the decision was made to allow the flames to take the city with them. There was no time to clean the area with any proper care. The fears of disease were too concrete. Every stone walkway was stained with blood. Every paver, a reminder of a life lost. A life allowed to be butchered by the king.

      The toll was too great.

      The somber silence lasted for days as those who could bear the sight watched the once great city burn to the ground.

      The guilt and sorrow were a new, persisting weight. Ryl felt the weight, the human costs of his decisions, crush down on him. Yes, the tributes had been granted a measure of time to recover. The withered force who’d rallied to his cause had been saved, yet the betrayal and the loss of one in particular stung with a strikingly potent force.

      Kaep.

      Ryl could still feel her presence. He closed his eyes, picturing her lithe frame. Her auburn hair burned with amber flames as it reflected the light of the setting sun. Her physical features painted an image that he’d never forget. His left hand rubbed gently over his tattooed right arm, brushing cautiously over the handprint that had been added by her touch.

      The welcome sensation, the familiar warmth associated with proximity to others with alexen in their blood, blossomed as his fingers crossed the mark. The feeling was potent, laced with a jolt of energy that begged for release. The flash of her glow, brilliant and golden, the telltale signature was clear.

      He opened his eyes, exhaling a long, slow breath. The crackling energy that had flooded his core faded to a tolerable measure. Ryl held up his left arm, examining the tattooed sun around the crook of his arm. The glow was subtle, barely perceptible in the afternoon sun that seemed to pulse from his arm.

      The rumbling sound of hooves snapped Ryl from his introspection. With one final calculating glance across the still expanse of the horizon, he descended from his station atop the guard tower.

      “A rider approaches, sir.” A young guard, dressed in the drab uniform of the Cadsae Proper guard, met him as he exited to the walkway atop the western palisade. The soldier was a familiar face, among the initial group who defected with Le’Dral during the uprising at the Harvest.

      “Please, despite what Le’Dral might say, there’s no cause to call me sir when the captain’s not around.” Ryl’s chiding was polite. At least this one had the mental fortitude to actually look him in the eyes when addressing him. There were far too many who still viewed him with unrestrained awe. To some he was worshipped. Revered. He was their savior.

      He’d stood in the face of the numberless armies of the Horde, saving them from what was a certain death.

      The attitude made him cringe. He had done the best he could, nothing more. He’d pushed himself to the brink, as there were no others to answer the call.

      He felt the crushing weight of the prophecy press on him.

      Not all were as kind.

      From his life in The Stocks, he’d grown apathetic to the hateful stares from the guards tasked with his watch. The looks of distrust, disgust or ignorance elicited no more reactions from him. They were accepted as the way things had been for a millennium. Ryl never anticipated that the opinions of the masses would change overnight.

      The looks that caused concern were thankfully more infrequent, yet an understood reality.

      The cooperation between the armies had faltered quickly as the last of the flames sputtered out. Once the grim task that had united them to the common call of a gruesome cause had been completed, the vast differences in ideologies came to bear.

      Accusations had been levied.

      Blame had been cast.

      Sides were drawn that pitted friends against friends. Neighbors against neighbors. The resulting disagreements had been heated, though largely nonviolent. Small skirmishes had broken out among the most militant, yet were resolved quickly with little added toll.

      The ire was generally heaped upon Le’Dral’s troops as well as the army of House Eligar. They were viewed by many as an invading force. Fay’s diplomacy had been put to the test as he argued that he responded to the same muster from the king as had all the other houses. In the end, they were the only house to arrive in Cadsae Proper in time.

      Not surprisingly, after the death of King Lunek the Third, none of the other houses had arrived. Even though the mass of the Outland Horde had retreated into the secretive wastes to the west, no additional troops came in support. Few messengers sent bearing news of requests returned.

      The rule of Damaris was up for grabs. Those who thought themselves worthy consolidated their power, vying for the title through influence, or force if necessary. Supporting the devastated city of Cadsae Proper held little clout in their quest for increasing superiority.

      Ryl stopped as he reached the waist-high stone railing. Vox waited, his eyes trained on the growing shape of the rider approaching from the east. The landscape that graced the interior of The Stocks was vastly different in appearance than the recently churned earth leading to the west. Wide plots of crops were scattered between the random outcroppings of trees. Many had remained fallow since the last season’s Harvest. Those closer to both settlements of Cadsae and Tabenville had been planted once more. For the first time in a millennium, the soil had been tended by a combination of guards and the remainder of the survivors from Cadsae Proper. Protected by the limbs of the Erlyn, the tributes shared none of the workload.

      A single rider neared, his horse maintaining a steady trot. The narrow path ran close to the base of the southern palisade, formed by the frequent patrols between Cadsae and the guard tower that inhabited the corner of the palisades.

      Still too far off to make out the identity, the rider raised his hand in greeting as he noted Ryl and Vox waiting atop the wall. Ryl offered a subdued wave as he swung his leg over the wall, descending the rope ladder to the earth below.

      “Let’s see what news they bring now,” he muttered to Vox as he disappeared over the side of the stone crenulation. “They’ll run that poor boy ragged before long if they keep this up.”

      Vox grunted a single laugh in reply.

      The vastly altered dynamic had required changes to be instituted along the walls that had for generations served the sole purpose of keeping those inside from getting out. Riders bearing messages or the next shift hastened to and fro, forming well-worn paths along the inside of the southern palisade. Hobs, the young Cadsae Proper guard whom Ryl had interrogated after the death of Lord Maklan, was a constant visitor. Once or occasionally twice a day, the young guard would bring news of this and that.

      Ryl was not displeased with the routine appearance of the youngster. When he had first met Hobs, the morning before the battle with the Horde, he had picked the nervous youngster from the ranks of reserves. The quivering, green soldier had been an easy target for the information he sought to extract. The boy, barely old enough to be called a man, had matured exponentially since then.

      He would meet Ryl’s gaze, unafraid to peer into the depths of the perpetual shadow that covered his face. There was emotion in his expression, yet it was neither awe nor fear. His voice spoke with respect not reverence. Hobs had been among the first to volunteer to remain among the Cadsae Proper guard once Le’Dral resumed command over the post.

      The phrenics had maintained a steady vigil in the guardhouse along the southwestern corner of the wall. Here, the views of the Outlands to the west and the interior of The Stocks within were the greatest.

      Though Ryl was certain the dreaded Horde had moved far from their view, there was no telling when or where they’d resurface again. With the death of Leiroth, the king and the incapacitation of the Lei Guard, his command over them had been resolute. They respected and feared power and power alone. He was the embodiment of that power. They had fled without question. Their blackened bodies streamed across the narrow gap of the river; countless were lost in the crossing. They ran at speed, returning to whatever depths of the monochromatic landscape that they called home.

      The Pining Gates that had been sealed shut now stood open throughout the day. There were few habitations to the east of the City Center that had survived the funeral pyre that had engulfed much of the city. The small slice of city sandwiched between the charred ruins of the remains offered the sole section of habitations outside the walls. Much of the industrial section nearest to the docks was salvageable, as the population there was sparse. The murderous wave of the Horde had little to feast on, so the cleanup was more manageable.

      The approaching rider reined his horse to a stop as Ryl reached the ground below. He paused as the unfamiliar guard offered a rough salute.

      “Sir, Captain Le’Dral sent me to retrieve you,” the guard called down from his mount.

      “Is there something wrong?” Ryl quizzed politely as he moved to retrieve his horse, which grazed peacefully in the small corral they had erected in the corner of the walls.

      The messenger was unfamiliar to Ryl, though that in itself was not a cause for alarm. Ryl had little desire to become overly familiar with the bulk of the guards who were once tasked with overseeing the tributes inside The Stocks. While the soldiers who rallied to their cause behind Le’Dral and Lieutenants Millis and Moyan were all known by name, many of the faces who now comprised their force were foreign.

      After the last wisp of smoke had cleared from the pyre that had devoured much of Cadsae Proper, the dysfunction, desertion and realignment among the ranks of the armies was dramatic. Of the original force of nearly ten thousand who stood in defense of Cadsae Proper and The Stocks, less than half remained in the service of their new captain. From the king’s army, which had fielded shy of twenty thousand when they arrived that fateful morning, only a small fraction, a few thousand, chose to remain in the doomed city. Likely, they in one way or another had ties, be it family or friends, among the ill-fated city. More than half of the remaining army fled, returning to the houses they owed their allegiance to.

      It was a pitiful and utterly defeated army that marched toward the capital, far to the east. Though they had spilled no blood in the conflict, it was a rout nonetheless.

      “The phrenic returns from Tabenville, sir,” the guard mumbled. The uneven smile that spread across his face was forced. His eyes darted from Ryl to Vox looming over them from the palisade above. “There’s news from Leremont as well.”

      Ryl nodded his head. A message from the capital was long overdue, though the content was likely unsurprising. The act of convincing the houses to agree on anything was likely a monumental feat.

      “Where’s Hobs?” Ryl inquired as he swung atop the back of his mount.

      There was a momentary pause before his response. The guard swallowed uncomfortably before answering.

      “The captain had him assigned to another task, though I know not what,” he offered as he turned his mount again to the east. Ryl sensed the unease in his voice. Among the nervousness, there was a disconcerting hint of excitement. Curious too, that the man rode alone. Le’Dral had always sent a phrenic along to replace him, or merely sent the phrenic him- or herself.

      Ryl was accustomed to the anxiousness among the guards who’d been present to witness the battle that had played out before the Pining Gates. Those who hadn’t witnessed it in person no doubt heard tales so wildly exaggerated they made him cringe. He’d heard the whispers of most. Some were comical; others sent a chill down his spine, as the carnage he caused was indescribable.

      He’d nearly swam through a river of black blood. He waded through a sea of dead and dismembered.

      The alexen in his veins churned with anxious energy that matched the concern in his mind. He looked upward, meeting the eyes of Vox. Ryl nodded as he poured a single emotion from his core.

      Concern.

      “I’ll send Ramm when I reach Cadsae,” Ryl called as he spurred his horse into a slow walk.

      “Safe travels, my friend,” the phrenic elementalist responded. The worrisome tendrils of caution washed over him as he followed his retreating escort.

      It was only a matter of moments until Ryl caught up with the guard. He slowed his mount as he matched pace alongside his companion.

      “You’re not a familiar face around here. What’s your name, my friend?” Ryl quizzed the newcomer.

      It took a moment for the guard to respond. Ryl noted the track of his eyes scanning the landscape ahead.

      “Aye. This is the first time I’ve had the honor of making the trek,” the soldier responded with a smile. The emotion of his response was more controlled, the hint of nervousness far better disguised this time. To Ryl, one who was looking for the inconsistencies, it shone like the sun. “My name is Leyet.”

      The response was suspect. Ryl failed to accept it was the nervousness of his presence that was the root of the emotion coloring his words. There was something off. Something veiled behind his response.

      “Nice to meet you, Leyet,” Ryl added. He let a disarming wave of honesty and trustworthiness flow with his words. “With what army were you stationed before?”

      “I, I was moved to the Cadsae Proper guard a little less than a cycle ago,” he replied, though his eyes strayed not from the narrow path they were walking.

      The beaten track they followed was barely wide enough to allow the pair of horses to pass side by side. Though it was well travelled owing to the necessity of maintaining a constant watch, there were few occasions that more than a few riders would travel together. It snaked its way alongside the southern palisade, arching to the north near the midpoint as it veered to reach the safest point to ford the river.

      The river crossing was over a narrow section of rapids that bordered the northern edge of a small copse of trees. A crude wooden bridge had been erected, harvested from the stand of trees on the western bank. The workers had chosen to hew a path through the grove, clearing room for a small campsite in the middle. There they were somewhat protected from the frequently unpredictable weather close to the sea.

      “Did you have family in the city?” Ryl inquired.

      “No, sir,” Leyet replied. “My family lives in Leremont.”

      His voice faltered as he reached the end of his statement. Ryl saw the skin of his cheek tighten as the muscles of his jaw clenched.

      “What was it that made you stay when many of your compatriots chose to flee?” Ryl pried.

      They rode in silence for several moments before the guard replied.

      “I didn’t think there was much of a choice in the matter,” he mumbled, clearly over the impromptu interrogation. Gentle as it might have been.

      “You always have a choice,” Ryl retorted with a grin.

      Leyet opened his mouth to speak. He clamped it shut with effort, clearly thinking twice about the statement that was to issue from his mouth. “Desertion is a charge that bears severe punishment. The sentence is death. For you, and family if the king sees fit,” he grumbled.

      “Aye, that is a threat we tributes know too well,” Ryl retorted. “There is no king, no army, no Lei Guard to enforce that statute at the moment. If it is merely duty that holds you to this post, I can relieve you of that if you so choose.”

      The guard risked a glance at Ryl at the statement. His eyes attempted to peer under the shadow of the hood over his eyes. After a moment he gave up, looking back toward their direction of travel.

      “Sir, Captain Le’Dral requested your presence immediately. We should make haste,” the guard added.

      He spurred his horse into a measured canter. Ryl shook his head subtly as he moved to match the pace of the retreating guard. The cues were less than subtle.

      Things were not as they seemed.

      The rate of their travel and the cold demeanor of his riding companion made any attempt at small talk futile. Ryl scanned their surroundings with both his vision and his phrenic mindsight for any signs of threat, though nothing registered in either.

      The path from their guard tower to Cadsae was a distance of fifteen miles. With their horses riding at a steady canter, the journey would only take them a matter of a few hours.

      To their south, the drab grey stone of the southern palisade continued unabated. There were little signs of life from above, as the attention of the guards above were focused outward.

      Ryl chuckled to himself. The diametric swing in the attention, the focus of those manning the walls above was startling. No longer did the sight of the walls bear the weight of the watchful eyes that tracked the tributes to every corner of The Stocks.

      The gently rolling hills continued onward as Ryl trailed the messenger. The soldier was dressed in the customary drab uniform of the Cadsae Proper guard. As their numbers had shifted dramatically over the last moons, many of the uniforms were ill-fitting and mismatched. The garrison outside the palisades contained little of salvageable worth. Destruction followed in the Horde’s wake. Much of the supply of clothing had been destroyed. The remainder was soiled with the foul remains and the stench of the beasts’ passing. They were able to launder a pitiful remainder. The second store of uniforms had been a total loss, as it had been consumed by the fire that Ryl had set to the barracks alongside the Pining Gates. Le’Dral had done his best to requisition as much fabric as he could, yet even with the few shipments that had arrived, much of his force were clothed in a varied degree of apparel.

      In these regards, Leyet was no different from many of his comrades in arms. His attire bore little resemblance to any uniform that Ryl was familiar with. As an active member of the Cadsae Proper guard, he would have worn his service uniform as well as maintaining a spare pack with his travel gear when they had sought to run the tributes to ground after the disruption of the Harvest.

      His clothes struck a familiar chord within Ryl’s memories.

      The utilitarian garb was fashioned to blend in. Made to appear as unremarkable as possible. They’d run into a similarly clad group on the road to Milstead.

      Hunters.

      Though the resemblance could likely be nothing more than coincidence, Ryl found his senses heightened. The alexen rushed through his veins with nervous anticipation.

      Halfway to Cadsae, the track that they were following veered sluggishly to the north. Ryl could hear the rush of the river in the distance. The water churned, rolling with merciless rapids as it approached the barred exit in the base of the southern palisade. The volume of water compressed, forcing its way through the narrow opening, spewing out into the confluence that joined the Sea of Prosper a short distance to the south.

      Ryl scanned the area again as they tracked to the north. His mindsight was unsurprisingly clear of any abnormalities. Aside from the rider several meters ahead, nothing moved to the north. The path ahead cut through the small copse of trees before reaching the makeshift bridge across the river. The trees in the distance were the only place along the trail where their presence would be hidden from any among the wall who might have noted their passage.

      An ideal spot for an ambush.

      Ryl maintained a watchful eye over his escort. Since the failed attempt at conversation, the man’s focus had been trained on the road ahead. Several times over the last mile, he had cast a seemingly absent glance back at Ryl. Now his head swiveled subtly, yet purposefully from side to side, scanning the terrain to his east and west.

      As they approached the glade, Leyet slowed his pace. He had maintained a steady distance of several horse lengths ahead for the duration of their travel. As they reached the northern bend in the rough track, he had let his pace slacken, bringing the two closer together. Ryl’s heart raced as the actions came together to form the picture of what he expected to follow. There was no conceit in the fact that he knew a single soldier would be hard-pressed to cause him any undue harm. Any who believed even a fraction of the stories told of his prowess would be foolish to attempt the feat.

      Surprise and numbers would assuredly be needed.

      The surprise had failed.

      The trees were twenty meters away when Leyet abruptly reined in his mount. As he had slowed, the gap between the two of them had narrowed to the distance of only a few meters. As his horse slid to a stop, the soldier ripped the sword from his sheath, swinging a vicious backhanded cut to his right.

      The blow was aimed at Ryl’s neck.

      The strike would never taste flesh.

      The alexen in Ryl’s veins had been screaming warnings for miles. He’d heeded their call. The wind swirled unseen around his tattooed right arm. At the sight of the bared steel of Leyet’s blade, Ryl dipped into the speed that flowed within his veins. Time ground to a jarring halt.

      The blade meant to end his life crept harmlessly through the air. A vicious sneer curled the corners of the man’s lips, though his eyes told of another story.

      They were quicker to react. The orbs widened as the realization set in.

      He was foolish.

      Ryl ducked to his right as he released a focused spear of wind from his arm. He felt the release of tension as the gout hammered the soldier in the chest. A shortened cry of surprise and pain was all he could muster as his body was tossed from the back of his horse. The sword, meant to take Ryl’s life, spun harmlessly through the air.

      His horse had little time to slow before Ryl’s feet touched the ground. The mount nickered anxiously, disturbed by the sudden change. With a few quick steps, he reached Leyet’s side. The man’s flailing body was still aloft as it floated slowly toward the ground. Ryl grabbed a hold of the helpless guard by the fabric at his shoulders. He let time snap back to normal as he drove him to the earth.

      There was a raspy hiss as the air escaped from his lungs. The pair slid for several meters before coming to a rest in the tall wild grasses of the field. Behind them, there was a clanking of metal as the disarmed blade skipped off a stone alongside the well-worn track.

      Ryl refused to relinquish the pressure pinning the gasping man to the ground. His eyes were wide with surprise, pain and fear. They darted from side to side as they sought to regain their bearings. Leyet sucked in desperate breaths as his lungs struggled to reclaim the oxygen they had been forced to expel.

      “Who sent you?” Ryl demanded before the dust they had kicked up settled.

      The guard made a weak attempt at struggle though Ryl’s weight held him firmly to the ground. Ryl had moved his hold to the man’s arms. He let the woodskin form over both hands, pinning the helpless guard down with the heft of a fallen tree. He was sure the mercenary had weapons secreted away on his person, and he was loath to give the man any opportunity to use them.

      Leyet responded not with words but phlegm. Ryl turned his head as a hot wad of spit and blood spattered against the side of his face and hood.

      “I recognize the look,” Ryl growled. “I’ve dealt with your type before, hunter. Where’s the rest of your pack?”

      As if on cue, Ryl had the answer to his question.

      The high-pitched whistle of arrows screamed from the copse of trees a short distance to their north.
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      Whether the attack was a planned deception or merely a foolhardy attempt, Ryl had little time to ponder the intent. The arrows streaming toward him would grant him little reprieve. Time slowed to a crawl as he gave in to the speed in his veins once more.

      With a grunt, Ryl wrenched Leyet’s body from the earth. He pivoted, twisting to the side, using the helpless hunter as a shield from the incoming projectiles. The impact of the arrows reverberated through his arm as the bolts punctured the defenseless man’s back. The hunter screamed in pain as the four projectiles slammed through his back. Blood spattered on Ryl’s face as two of the metal tips ripped through the doomed soldier’s torso.

      Ryl released the screaming body of his would-be assassin, darting toward the tree line. The man would no longer present a threat to him or any other. What fleeting life remained would drain from his body before this battle was over. The agonized moans quieted as he closed the distance to the glade. A familiar sensation of excitement rushed through his body as his hands closed around the Leaves holstered behind his back.

      The brilliant green glow of the blades flaming to life lit the shadows underneath the trees. At a rapid glance, there were close to twenty men in varying stages of either drawing arrows to bow, or working their swords from their hips. Their well-trained, frantic actions, honed over cycles of training, were frustratingly sluggish. Ryl was in no mood to give them the time to counter.

      They were all dressed similarly in a manner that stoked the fire burning inside his veins. The nondescript, weathered apparel bore no markings or insignias notating their loyalties.

      He squelched the feeling of revulsion at what was to come.

      The ambush had been carefully laid. The disposition of the force had been positioned evenly across both sides of the narrow path. They had chosen their location wisely. Here was likely the only place where their actions could be concealed from the sight of the ever-watchful eyes of the guards atop the palisade. Ryl doubted now, however, that many eyes, if any, would have been turned inward. The appearance of the Horde, coupled with the sheer devastation they had wrought upon the city outside the wall, had given credence to the thought that there was much more to fear outside The Stocks than within.

      Without hesitation, Ryl called forth the gale that had swelled around his right arm. With a flaming blade in hand, he slashed forward across his body. An arc of wind, crackling with glowing green fire, seared its way into the grove of trees. Screams erupted from several locations as the flame and air battered and burned those who couldn’t escape its path.

      Ryl exploded through the tree line to the right of the pathway, hopping over the thin line of shrubs that had grown along the edge of the glade. In large part, the bushes were now alight. He left an eddy of sparks in his wake as he charged into his attackers. The element of surprise was now long gone. Flames from within The Stocks would draw undue attention.

      They would draw soldiers.

      A meter inside the tree line, the first attacker Ryl encountered had been lucky enough to avoid the gout of wind and flame. To either side, his companions shrieked in agony as their bodies, alight, had been tossed mercilessly into the trees beyond. The hunter had ducked behind the thin trunk of the tree after releasing his first arrow, choosing to draw his sword in expectation of the slaughter that was to commence. His face was locked in a snarl of pure hatred. He curled his arm behind his back, leveling what was to be a killing strike. To his right a pair of his companions charged, their motions slowed, like running against the current of the river.

      Ryl slashed with right as he reached the doomed hunter. The burning blade cleaved the man’s arm, sizzling as the superheated flames partially cauterized the wound. The momentum of the counterattack forced the man against the narrow tree at his side. The roar of agony that ripped through the woods was cut painfully short as Ryl struck this time with the blade in his left.

      The burning, serrated green blade cut through flesh and wood with little resistance. Ryl leapt back, lining up his next attack of the two hunters approaching from deeper in the glade. Thrusting his right hand forward, a focused blast of wind ripped from his tattooed arm. The tree severed by the blade toppled as the gale slammed into its trunk. Flames caught the bark, licking their way greedily upward. There was little the rushing hunters could do to escape the falling timber. The closest was crushed under the weight and force of the tree. The second, having a moment to react, was lucky enough to avoid a fatal blow. His howl of pain was haunting as the wood crushed him to the ground at his waist.

      Ryl breathed deep, steeling himself for what he must do next. From both sides, the attackers remained. Four were down. The others, still counting on their numbers, continued their assault.

      He would not relish this.

      A whisper, a distant growl in the recesses of his mind demanded bloodshed.

      A few moments later, Ryl let the glowing blades of the Leaves falter. Time snapped back to normal. He squeezed his eyes shut for an instant as the disorienting rush rolled through his body. When he opened them again, the brilliant green light that illuminated the gloom under the trees reverted back to its natural state. The devastation of the hunters who had sought his death was revolting. With effort, he was able to retain hold over the contents of his stomach.

      His chest was heaving, rising and falling in dramatic fashion, though he felt no fatigue. He tingled with the excitement of battle. The alexen inside were slow to quiet their agitated roil through his veins. He let a long, steady, calming breath escape his lips.

      Ryl became keenly aware of the silence. The sharp snapping of metal against his searing blades, the hiss of blood as it was boiled by the heat were no more. Curses from the lips of the hunters, heavily laden with murderous hatred, had devolved into screams of agony and gut-wrenching, pleading moans before the firm grip of death took hold. The muffled crackle of fire seemed to surround him.

      The frantic activity that had torn through the branches of the small glade had subsided. It was eerily still.

      A lone whimper broke through the muted rumble of the scattered fires.

      Ryl pivoted, scanning the interior of the grove that surrounded him. Scars from the short-lived battle marred nearly half the meager woods. The makeshift trail they had followed had approached from the south. Nearest to that gap in the trees, the damage had been the greatest, though signs were obvious throughout. Ryl had given no quarter. Shown no mercy. The hunters had carefully laid their ambush. They were awarded the same regard they had likely shown the families of countless tributes who’d chosen to flee from the abhorrent doctrine that put a price on the life of their child.

      A racking, wet cough preceded another whimper. Ryl stalked through the trees, his motions still cautious, though he was certain the glade hid no more danger beneath its boughs. Closer to the southern edge of the copse, the fires burned with greater intensity. The heat from the blaze was more blistering with every step. The wailing grew.

      Ryl located the source with ease. Pinned to the ground underneath the trunk of a tree, a solitary hunter slapped his hands against the wood, his strength, like his life, faded with every motion. His eyes welled with tears as he noted Ryl’s approach.

      “Please,” he called. His voice was raspy. A trickle of blood leaked down the side of his face. The crimson stood in stark contrast to his pale flesh.

      “Help me,” he begged.

      Ryl paused his approach several meters away. He took a knee, folding his arm across the other. The heat grew stifling.

      “You came here for my life. If I were in your position, would you grant me the mercy you seek?” Ryl hissed in response.

      The hunter’s mouth closed tightly. The look in his eyes failed to hide the truth. They would have butchered him. Cut his body to pieces, his head set on display as a warning.

      “Who sent you to find me?” Ryl inquired.

      “Please, this was just for the money. It’s nothing personal.” The hunter coughed.

      “Who?” Ryl demanded, this time hammering the dying man with the need to atone.

      The man’s eyes rolled back in his head momentarily; his eyelids fluttered. The last of the color bleached from his face.

      “There’s a price on your head,” he sputtered. “Too high to refuse. There’s no one name to lay blame upon. Each of the houses pledged support. Likely every noble has gold in the pot.”

      Ryl squinted his eyes as he registered the news. Information from the rest of the kingdom had been sparse. There had been grumblings of a bounty. A price was placed on all their heads, though the sums were unknown.

      The news wasn’t surprising in the least.

      It did little to stop the raging inferno that swelled in his veins. The heat from the alexen was comforting. The dark whispers demanding bloodshed silenced as they relished what would assuredly follow.

      Bloodshed.

      They had set the tributes free.

      They had turned back the forces of the dreaded Outland Horde.

      The fires of change that would spell the beginning of a new era for Damaris had been lit, yet the feeble flame needed tending.

      Their work was far from over.

      Though tributes would no longer languish inside the walls of The Stocks, the process was far from abolished. As long as the nobles, honored recipients of the Blessing of the King, remained in power, the process would still continue unabated. To what scale would be the question. What fate would be in store for any who were discovered with the alexen in their blood now?

      The process would likely lack the pageantry and auction that had defined the Deliverance process. Clandestine meetings would define the fate of children who by no fault of their own were born with the alexen in their blood.

      “Who else has a price on their head?” Ryl inquired.

      The hunter coughed, a weak effort that produced a dark wad of bloody phlegm.

      “There are bounties on everyone,” he gasped. “They want the tributes alive. For Le’Dral and his traitors, only their heads will do.”

      The racking cough preceded violent spasms. Ryl watched his eyes roll back into his head. There would be no more information garnered from this one. The hunter’s last breath escaped his lips with a wet rattle. Though his disdain for killing was palpable, he had little remorse at the demise of a butcher of the innocent.

      The heat from the spreading blaze was quickly becoming unbearable. With a final glance at the hunter, Ryl turned, retreating toward the center of the glade. The eerie still under the shadow of the trees was unnerving. Only the crackle of the hungry fire sounded, a constant rumble over the crunch of his footsteps on the detritus under the trees. He reached the rough clearing hewed into the center of the grove in moments. The spreading blaze had yet to approach the gap between the branches. There was no sign of encampment. Here the hunters would have been free from the consistent eyes atop of the palisades. The agitated nickering of a horse drew his attention to the north.

      The crude road from the clearing ran to the north for a short distance before veering again to the east. Across the makeshift bridge, the rapidly swelling village of Cadsae lay little more than five miles in the distance. With caution, Ryl stalked along the trail. His eyes, ears and phrenic senses were trained on the shadows under the surrounding trees. It was unlikely any remained, though he was hesitant to believe he was safe from harm.

      Ryl stopped as his vision settled on a darkened patch of earth ahead. A few meters before the curve in the trail, the smeared stain led further into the grove to the north. Thick red liquid coated the patches of green moss that spread around the base of the trees.

      Leaving the path, Ryl hastened through the thinning patch of timber. Fragmented images of the sweeping view of the wild fields of The Stocks peeked from underneath the trees. Along the edge of the grove, a group of horses were tethered in a long row. He paused as he watched for activity among the group. There was no movement among their ranks aside from the anxious jostling of the mounts. To the side of the team, the still form of a body remained among the grasses.

      Alerted to his presence, the horses increased their nickering as he approached. Ryl sent a wave of calm over the beasts, halting their agitation within moments. He felt his heart race in his chest as he approached the mutilated form lying among the grass. The clothing was too familiar. The dirt and bloodstained drab trappings of a Cadsae Proper guard were evident.

      A price had been placed on all of their heads.

      The anger stoked the heat that coursed through his veins.

      A crimson pool, still too fresh to have soaked into the ground, spread out around the body. Ryl tracked the trail as it exited from the forest, meters to the south. He felt his stomach churn as he viewed the face of the corpse before him.

      Hobs lay dead at his feet.

      Though he’d known the youngster a little more than a moon, he’d marveled at the growth the young man had endured. From a quivering wretch, a useless reserve among the Cadsae Proper guard to now, the difference had been startling. Between their first meeting and the battle at the gates, his eyes had been opened to a reality, to a possibility that had never before existed. He’d been steeped in a lifetime of lies perpetrated by the kingdom. His apologies to Ryl had been incessant. He’d begged forgiveness for every family member whom he could remember by name. Generations of guilt had landed squarely on his head once the truth of the ruse had come to light.

      He’d grown into a reliable messenger. A trusted confidant and an almost daily visitor. His death had been unfitting. Ryl snarled as he looked down upon the wreckage that was Hobs. A trio of arrows had punctured his torso. There were deep gouges in the earth where the points that penetrated through his back had scratched into the soil. His neck had been slit. A vicious mutilation, as his body would have been cold long before he’d been deposited amongst the grass.

      Ryl shook his head in anger, balling his hands into tight fists. The woodskin solidified over his hands. The urge to fight was overwhelming. The scream of rage, dark and powerful, threatened to derail his control.

      There would be a price to pay for his murder.

      Ryl knelt alongside the youngster’s body. Though he knew few of the details, he realized just how little he knew of the guard. That he hailed from Pernel was a connecting factor. The city was only a short ride from Ilisot, where Ryl had been born and raised. They had been children at roughly the same time. Perhaps their paths had crossed one day in the market.

      “Goodbye, my friend,” Ryl whispered, placing his hand on Hobs’s shoulder.

      There was nothing more he could do here. Ryl stalked toward the mounts, easily collecting the first. A preemptive wave of calm satiated any worry the horse might have had.

      The urge to return to Cadsae was potent. His assassination attempt, though it had been well planned, had been thwarted with ease. The sheer number of hunters who had been present was disconcerting.

      They had mobilized in secrecy. No warnings had been sounded of impending troubles; however, as his station was routinely far from their main hub in Cadsae, the lack of information wasn’t entirely unsurprising.

      Though this was the first attempt on his life, this had not been the first assassination attempt among the ranks of his companions. Ryl was certain it would not be the last either. Several suspicious deaths had been reported among the officers of their newly constituted force. They had no concrete method of vetting the thousands who had volunteered to serve in Le’Dral’s force.

      The trusted core, those who had stood beside the tributes defying a millennium of history at the last Harvest, remained a tight-knit group. Whenever possible, they were kept separate from the mass of the army. The battle-tested, trusted warriors acted more as a personal guard for Le’Dral, his officers and the phrenics alike. For them, there was relative strength and security in numbers.

      Ryl untethered the nearest horse from the tree it was tied to. Pulling the blade that was lashed to his saddle, he made quick work of the ties that bound the remaining beasts to the forest. He mounted the sturdy mare with ease, turning her quickly to the east. The other horses, freed from their restraints, moved leisurely from the fire that quickly ravaged the woods. Giving the horse her head, he rounded the partial circuit of the glade in moments. Only a few meters separated the edge of the glade from the rolling rapids of the river. The soft earth was churned, stamped with the distinct hoofprints of horses. It wasn’t until he reached the rickety wooden crossing that he realized the true extent of the fire that was consuming the small forest.

      Most of the southern half of the glade was engulfed in flames. The hungry fire was indiscriminate, eating away at both living and dead timber alike. A thick cloud of charcoal-colored smoke billowed into the sky, leaving a darkened scar across the clear blue. A signal fire from the nearest guard tower mimicked the plume of smoke, though its skinny trail was dwarfed by the blaze from the forest.

      Though a product of training, the signal fire was nonetheless redundant in this case. None in Cadsae, the port city or The Stocks would have missed the signs of the blaze.

      Ryl was ill equipped to battle the fire on his own. The guard would have prepared for this unlikely event. He was certain Le’Dral would be dispatching a fire brigade soon if he hadn’t done so already. He needed to return to the village in haste. The guard would deal with the fire.

      The horseshoes echoed a hollow report as he rode carefully across the bridge. Reaching the bank on the other side, he spurred his horse to a gallop.

      He had more pressing matters to attend to.
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      The village of Cadsae was abuzz with an uncommon flurry of activity. Ryl slowed his mount as he encountered the first of the patrols. A dozen guards marched in formation as they patrolled the western edge of the swollen settlement. His was a figure that was universally recognized; they offered him a quick, nervous salute, waving him past without question.

      Ryl had given a brief report to the brigade he’d passed miles back. All riders, equipped with buckets, had ridden at speed toward the growing plume of smoke looming in the distance. The dark streak still lingered, reaching high into the sky. The signal fire atop the wall was dormant.

      The continual changes in Cadsae astounded him. Both on a physical and an ideological level, the village barely resembled the crude habitation he’d lingered in for almost half of his life. The three original common houses and the small horseshoe of buildings remained, yet around them the new construction swelled. It seemed that every time he returned, another new frame had been erected. Unsurprisingly, the citizens who’d survived the slaughter of Cadsae Proper wanted little to do with setting up homes again outside the relative safety of the palisades.

      A rapid scan of the city highlighted his destination. As he expected, the glowing signature of phrenics pointed him in the direction of the master’s house. He felt the familiar warmth of their presence. At the distance, it was nothing more than a trickle of energy, yet it was undeniable. Ryl spurred his mount to a steady walk as he moved through the growing village. Keeping his head down, he ignored the stares from both citizens and guards alike as he passed.

      The discomfort as he passed through the rapidly evolving village was a potent reminder that vigilance would be a long-standing necessity. Under the shadow of his cowl, his eyes rapidly catalogued the faces of those he passed. As expected, expressions of fear and awe were readily present. A few citizens even fell to their knees, throwing their hands up to him in worship.

      The sight made him cringe.

      His efforts to hold the Horde at bay were paramount. They, along with the assistance of his late arriving phrenic companions, pushed back the tidal wave of death that threatened to overwhelm. He was nothing to be revered. He felt the weight of the assumptions that had doomed the phrenics over a thousand cycles earlier press down on him.

      He was no miracle worker.

      He was skilled, that was true. His stubborn, ill-advised quest for revenge had nearly ended in his death. It could have easily sealed the fate of all those he’d sworn to protect. He had been deceived. Ryl had let his emotions guide him.

      In the end, they had prevented the destruction of the kingdom. The physical loss suffered was still no easier to bear.

      Kaep, the phrenic archer, defender of Vim, was dead.

      Elias, in the end, had aided them. It had cost him his life.

      Ryl continued his rapid survey of his surroundings as he urged his horse onward. Scattered among the onlookers were looks that flashed hints of disdain. Much had changed in a short amount of time. The acidic expressions did little to strike fear into his heart, yet they were a concern nonetheless.

      There were those who were opportunistic. They had sided with the group they believed would benefit them at the moment. Ideologies mattered little where personal gain was the primary motivation.

      They would need watching. These were men and women who would sell them out without a second thought. That there were a host of dissidents actively seeding distrust, inciting violence among them and without, Ryl had no doubt.

      The center square of Cadsae thrummed with activity. Steady pounding notes, the hammer of steel on steel echoed through the area as the smithy labored to meet the burdening demands. The ill-maintained and supplied workshop had been expanded as the call for materials had seen a dramatic increase. Ryl understood that teams worked well into the night finishing the tools and weapons the growing village required.

      He looked ahead toward the darkened shadow of the Pining Gates. A trickle of citizens moved freely in both directions. Though they carried out their tasks without hindrance, the force of guards manning the passage had increased since he’d last set foot in Cadsae. Both atop the palisade and throughout the square, armed soldiers watched the activity with cautious eyes.

      There was a pressing feeling of tension in the air.

      Within the village, no location was more heavily secured than the master’s house and clinic. A squad of thirty guards surrounded the modest house. Ryl was surprised to note a handful of Vigil, the soldiers of Vim, among their ranks. Four horses were tied off to the hitching post to the right of the structure.

      As Ryl approached, a man stepped forward from the ranks. Dressed in the telltale mountain grey of Vim, he recognized the approaching soldier immediately.

      Nielix reached for the reins of the horse, nodding as his eyes met with Ryl’s. A grin crossed his lips, though his eyes spoke of a loss felt mutually.

      “I’m happy to see you alive, my friend. Rumor has it you took on the entire Horde alone,” the Vigil commented. He paused for a moment as their gazes held. Ryl could see the pain threatening to spill over. Nielix opened his mouth to speak before clamping it shut. The skin on his cheeks tightened as he squeezed his jaw together, holding the thought from escaping.

      The soldier regained his composure in a moment.

      “No fault falls on your shoulder for this loss, Ryl.” His voice cracked as he spoke. The subtle contortions of his face ranged from supreme pain to unyielding animosity though the tone was genuine and sincere. “This is a pain we will both bear for an eternity. We will forever be bound by that. There was nothing more you could have done to save her.”

      Ryl slid down from the horse, alighting beside the Vigil. Nielix was of similar stature; however, at the moment, he seemed withered. Crushed by the supreme weight of the loss.

      He placed his hands on the man’s shoulders, letting a soothing wave of emotion pour from his core. He thought back to the last few moments he’d shared with Kaep in Tabenville. After the Erlyn Woods had bestowed gifts on her and Andr, she had been withdrawn. Her personality had been veiled. Her response when questioned about the boon the woods had provided had been simple.

      Her cryptic answer now rang with startling clarity. He heard the echo of her voice ring through his ears, resonating throughout his body.

      Understanding.

      Ryl cast his gaze down to the newly imprinted tattoo on his right arm. Kaep’s handprint was clear, yet her fingers seemed to wind around the vines as if she were twirling a lock of hair. He felt the warmth as if her hand rested on his skin.

      He felt a jolt of energy rush through his body; with it came a lingering emotion.

      Regret.

      Kaep had known her destiny. The Erlyn had foreseen her fate.

      “I tried, Nielix,” Ryl whispered. “I would have burned the kingdom to the ground to find her. There is no force of man that would have stopped me from reaching her. I was too blinded by emotion to see that it was not man who would be waiting for my arrival. I should have known.”

      Nielix offered a forced, pained smile before he responded.

      “You know as well as I that there was no dissuading her once her mind was made up,” Nielix added. “Kaep understood what she was doing. She knew there was but one way out for her. In the end, she was the salvation that you and all of us needed. Because of her, the goal is still attainable today. Because of her sacrifice, the tributes have a chance of seeing their awakening. The phrenic order will thrive once again.”

      Ryl had learned not to question the will of the ancient woods.

      “If there were only another way.” Ryl’s voice trailed off as the futility of his statement sank in.

      “For a moment, I was beginning to believe the stories that floated on the lips of those who’ve heard secondhand stories of your exploits,” Nielix commented. “It seems you are human after all.”

      Ryl shook his head. A part of him had dreaded this meeting with Nielix and the future conversation with Dav. Four defenders of Vim had perished since they made the trek from their hidden mountain city to Damaris. Two Vigil and two phrenics had been lost.

      The price was steep.

      Their losses would be mourned. Their lives would be celebrated in time.

      Nielix’s eyes turned to the west. His vision settled on the dwindling plume of smoke rising into the sky.

      “You have something to do with that?” he quizzed.

      “Aye. I fear Damaris is less safe today than it was before our arrival,” Ryl responded with a nod of his head.

      “It will take time for them to learn that you are not to be trifled with, I’m afraid,” he retorted. Nielix turned, leading Ryl’s mare toward the hitching post along the side of the building.

      “Head inside,” he added. “Paasek brings news from the Erlyn that you’ll want to hear.”
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      The guards manning the front of the master’s house parted without prompting as Ryl approached the stairs. The faces here were all known to him. The posting included none other than trusted allies of Captain Le’Dral. He greeted them with a nod as he moved quickly through their ranks.

      Ryl noted the tension in their stances. They averted their eyes from their cautious survey of the village for only a moment to meet his. He focused, letting a wave of confidence wash over them. A fleeting spark of comfort flashed in their eyes.

      The door to the master’s house and clinic was ajar. For cycles, the sparsely adorned entry chamber was nothing more than a brief destination for the tributes. Assignments were doled out with scorn as the Master glared from behind his simple wooden desk, his rotund frame guarding the secrets hidden beyond the closed door leading to his personal chambers.

      Today, the door to the hallway beyond stood open. Cipri filled the gap, his head uncomfortably close to the top of the door’s frame. A pair of guards waited just inside the opening. The captain of Lord Eligar’s troops, who’d commanded the regiment atop the palisade, broke off his conversation with a mender, motioning Ryl over with a curt gesture of his hand.

      “Welcome back, Ryl,” Cipri acknowledged, holding out his hand. He returned the offering, meeting the firm handshake.

      “Fay and the others await your arrival,” he continued. “Follow me.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Cipri turned, moving further into the building. A pair of soldiers hurried from the interior to assume their positions on either side of the door. One was clothed in the uniform of the Cadsae Proper guard; the other was dressed in the covert garb of Lord Eligar’s troops. Ryl felt their eyes track his movements as he fell in line behind the captain, marching on the heels of the retreating soldier.

      Lord Eligar had ordered his officers, at least in private, to treat Ryl as a common citizen. Though he had been granted the lands and title that would make him a lord, he knew the deference would draw undue attention. Cipri, as all those who had witnessed the battle before the gates firsthand, understood the heroics that had saved them from doom that day. At first it was Ryl alone. The assistance of the welcome strangers had reclaimed their lives from the assured clutches of death.

      The doorway opened into a narrow foyer barely large enough for the two men to stand comfortably abreast. There was no space for furniture here. The weathered wooden walls matched the interior of the previous chamber as well as the walls of the clinic. At the opposite side of the chamber, a single door, cracked slightly open, blocked their forward progress.

      The hinges shrieked in protest as Cipri pushed through. Ryl felt an unconscious snarl form on his lips as the previously undiscovered interior of the master’s abode came to light.

      Throughout Cadsae, throughout the entirety of The Stocks, decorations were crude at best. All that the tributes had been provided—their clothes, the common houses furnished with little more than rough pallets for beds, their tools, even the scraps of food they survived on—were poor quality at best. They existed with barely enough to survive, toiling endlessly for the betterment of their jailors, captors, and sponsors at large. Ryl stopped in his tracks as the hallway ahead resolved into focus.

      Whereas the village of Cadsae was drab, shrouded in a veil of weathered wood, the hallway was vibrant. The walls of the master’s inner sanctum were painted a bright red; the stark contrast to the seemingly colorless exterior was startling. Elaborate paintings lined the walls; the gold leaf of the frames sparkled in the light of the torches burning in the sconces at either end. A pair of closed doorways lined the left wall. A single veiled entrance broke the monotony of the right. Ahead, the doorway stood open. Ryl could see a portion of the large table inside. Animated conversation flowed from the inhabitants.

      Cipri led on without pause. Ryl found his animosity grew with every step further into the interior of the master’s domain. The opulence was sickening.

      A comforting wave of calm washed over him. He recognized the voice, the signature of Paasek in the chamber ahead. Ryl had done little to disguise his disgust. The phrenic’s response momentarily snapped him from his revulsion. He took a deep, steadying breath as he followed Cipri into the meeting room beyond.

      The temperature in the chamber bordered on sweltering. The combined body heat added to the warmth of the small fire burning in the hearth along a rear wall. Ryl smiled as he greeted the familiar faces seated around the table. Fay was the first to rise at his entrance. Ryl waved off the acknowledgment with a swipe of his hand. Lord Eligar grinned, gesturing to the open chair across from his position at the table.

      Ryl eased into the padded wooden chair. He’d been a participant in more meetings over the last moon than he cared to remember. In a twisted way, he longed for the simple, yet meaningful tasks of preparing the fields and tending the crops that were already in the ground.

      It was a welcome, albeit abnormal sight to see any other than the tributes attending to the crops. For a millennia the manual labor in the field had been a forced task left to the tributes alone. The original stewards of the land labored over only a select few of the fields, though their travels were restricted to Tabenville and the closest plots to the Erlyn. Their short-ranging movements were always accompanied by a heavily manned force of Vigil.

      None other than the protectors from Vim and the guards who had accompanied their initial revolt were allowed into the hidden sanctuary of the woods.

      The group seated around the table contained none but familiar faces. Captain Le’Dral sat to his right; at his side, Cavlin rested comfortably. The guard’s healing had progressed rapidly over the last moon. The mender had feared for his life, and rightly so. Had Ryl not intervened, his death would have been certain.

      A smile graced Lord Eligar’s noble face though the emotion failed to match the look of concern in his eyes. To his side, Old Man Averine was perched on the edge of his chair. He leaned over the table, eyes locked onto Ryl in unveiled anticipation. His bony fingers rubbed together idly.

      The pair at the other side of the table needed no introduction. Ryl had sensed them far before he’d entered the copious interior of the master’s house. Paasek and Ramm dominated their corner of the room. The gargantuan Ramm stood, while Paasek, not much smaller than his counterpart, sat with his arms crossed at the head of the table. Behind them, two additional phrenics stood stoic, hands crossed in front of their bodies. He recognized the tattoos, Taq and Rhoane, the elementalist and the archer.

      “Welcome, Ryl. You’re late,” Le’Dral greeted. “I know you well enough to understand that your tardiness paired with the smoke and signal fires is an ill omen. What happened?”

      Ryl sighed as he slowly removed the hood that covered his face. Though the veil of darkness that covered his face was a constant when in view of the public, he had grown accustomed to doffing the cowl that shadowed his face in private conversations or meetings with his confidants. The other phrenics unsurprisingly remained cloaked at all times.

      Across the table, Averine seemed almost giddy with excitement as his face was revealed. The old man appeared primed to spring across the table at a moment’s notice. If he wasn’t convinced of the sincerity and altruistic nature of the eclectic man, he’d have likely given him a very wide berth.

      “The fire was my doing, I’m afraid,” Ryl responded. “Assassins. Hunters. Whatever name they go by had laid the trap. It was young Hobs who paid the price. None survived. I left word with Millis to collect his body and their horses.”

      Le’Dral shook his head as he lowered his gaze to the table. He slammed his fist against the wood.

      “That makes the fourth death in as many days,” the captain growled. “I’m comforted that you look to have made it out unscathed. The detail assigned to workers in the fields to the north of Thayers Rest ran down a pair who openly attacked the workers. Were you able to glean any information from the hunters?”

      “As expected, there are bounties on all of our heads.” Ryl nodded as he replied. “The blame was directed not at one single individual. It seems we’ve made enemies of any who’ve received the Blessing of the King, or with aspirations of power. Not that the disclosure comes with any surprise.”

      “In this room, there have been well over a dozen assassination attempts,” Fay interjected; his voice rang with a note of severity. “They have to this point failed, yet we only delay the inevitable. Allies must be chosen and chosen well. We must all be diligent, though we cannot remain locked indoors, hidden behind walls forever. You must be careful, Ryl.”

      He was touched by the sentiment from the seasoned captain. He largely agreed with the estimation. A ruler who chose to remain secured behind the defensive walls of his stronghold invoked little confidence. It was this weakness, the doubt instilled, that those who worked to counter them sought. Yet it wasn’t for his own life he was concerned. Ryl was at peace with his own mortality. It was not the blade of man he feared.

      Though he was remarkably unconcerned for his own well-being, it was the men in this room, his trusted companions and friends, whom he feared for the most. Would there be an end to the constant distress? Ryl longed for all to feel the blissful calm of true freedom.

      Much as he sought the feeling himself.

      Even hidden inside the security of Vim, there had always been a weight to his life. Purpose stood in the way of true freedom. Though his will, his actions were his own, he felt bound by the duty to right wrongs that had been heaped up over generations. The alexen in his veins screamed for justice. The scales had shifted, moving closer to level, though there was much still to be done.

      Le’Dral rose from his seat, stretching as he began pacing the narrow gap between the chairs and the wall.

      “The king, though traitorous as he was, died while assaulting our force. The bounties are expected. We exist in a state of constant threat. It’s much the same as we’ve heard,” the captain offered. “Much as we anticipated. We cannot guard everyone here. The loyalties of most whom we have under arms have never been truly tested. How many hunters waited for you today?”

      “Twenty,” Ryl replied. “They’d set up camp north of the trees. They’ve likely been hiding there for days.”

      “They mean to sow the seeds of distrust. To tear the fragile union apart through fear and doubt.” The rumbling voice sounded from Ryl’s right. The table groaned as Paasek leaned forward on his elbows. “Those freed from the Harvest, those you call tributes, are safe. Phrenics commune with the woods. None will reach where they reside. The Vigil will suffer no failure in guarding the few who leave the confines to man the orchards.”

      Ryl was comforted to hear from the phrenic. Though the man had recused himself from the position of councilor, his knowledge, his experiences and tutelage were invaluable. He feared not for his fellow tributes. The Erlyn would tolerate no intruders.

      A stinging pang of regret rolled through his body. He had yet to see his friends since leaving in pursuit of Kaep. They had been incapacitated by the remedy that had rendered them unconscious. All save Aelin, that is. The boy had followed him, nearly costing him his life multiple times in the process.

      “I hear little news of their progress from my outpost. How have they recovered?” Ryl inquired. It was a daily regret not to be there for them as they first experienced and learned to explore the wonders of the alexen in their blood.

      “They are all well. Many have been on their feet for weeks.” Paasek grinned. “Their recovery was speedy. As expected, most have taken to instruction with ease. Andr has been running them through basic weapons drills while I’ve been leading their emotional and historical education. The mender has demanded they be given instruction in his craft as well.”

      Ryl nodded his head in acknowledgment. They would be well prepared when they began the trek to Vim.

      “What of the Lei Guard?” he inquired.

      Ryl noted a flash of emotion register across the phrenic’s face. The hint of concern vanished before he spoke.

      “The process has been daunting,” the phrenic intoned. “The last arrived less than a week ago. “There are now more than two thousand suspended from the trees inside the woods. The sight is a chilling one to see.”

      Ryl saw the gooseflesh swell over his exposed, tattooed arm.

      “None had been released from the Erlyn’s care when we departed the day before last,” he continued. “Those you rescued from the facility too share an uncertain fate. Their words are few. Their movements are sluggish. Their glow is faint. A hint of the alexen remains, yet they seemingly hold no command over it.”

      The admission was unsurprising, yet it pained Ryl to hear nonetheless. Had he truly saved them by removing them from the facility? He fretted over their addled minds. Had they been broken beyond repair by the devious machinations of the king’s menders?

      Had he done nothing more than doom them to a life of continued misery?

      The questions added to the increasingly potent doubts that plagued his head. There was no telling what course their lives would take, what capacities they would regain. Though the internal conflict roiled in his gut, in his heart he believed the decision was right. He would not give up on them.

      Uncertainty clouded his thoughts. Were they too far gone? Could they turn on them as Elias had done?

      “In truth, they are the reason that we’ve come to Cadsae,” Paasek continued. “Your presence is required in the Erlyn for a time. Ramm, Taq and Rhoane will maintain the watch in your stead.”

      Ryl repressed a smile as Paasek rendered the decision. The fact that there had been no complaints from the others in the room confirmed that this had been likely discussed in detail prior to his arrival. Though he was pleased to have a break from the cramped confines of the tower and the monotony of the perpetual watch, he struggled with apprehension at his departure.

      The phrenics were uniquely capable. They would hold account for themselves no matter what manner of abominations the Outlands or the kingdom chose to throw at them. Yet it was not they whom the Horde feared.

      Whom the Horde had obeyed.

      There had been no sightings of the blackened beasts since their hasty retreat. Ryl had seen no signs of their shadowed forms in his mindsight. The weight of their darkness, the gravity that their masses had conveyed was nothing more than a memory. Would they return? Would they sense that he was no longer manning his position if he were absent for any extended period of time?

      “I see the look in your eyes, my friend.” The voice registered from across the table. Fay smiled at Ryl as he spoke.

      “None have an answer to if or when the beasts may return,” Lord Eligar stated. “We cannot keep you holed up in that tower forever, now can we? From what you’ve said, they were drawn the last time by a force not of your own. It was the king who brought them here. It was Leiroth who commanded them to lay waste to the city. For the time being, we have concerns closer at hand that are far more pressing.”

      “Aye. The nobles have finally seen fit to stake their claim over Cadsae Proper and The Stocks,” Le’Dral intoned. He tossed a rolled parchment across the table. Ryl opened it, scanning the contests as the captain continued.

      “It seems that the lords of this land have settled their petty differences and squabbling for power for the moment to pardon us for our treasonous acts. On condition, of course,” Le’Dral stated matter-of-factly. “They will forgive us for our actions against the kingdom at the cost of fealty and once again control of The Stocks.”

      “Another farce. They actively block our access to provisions. To supplies, funds and reinforcements,” Fay interjected. “There will be no mercy. They will execute every one of us as traitors to the kingdom. They will hunt the tributes with a ferocity never before seen.”

      “Greed has motivated these nobles for generations. Do we possess the resources to provision the supplies needed?” Paasek inquired.

      “Aye. The absurd level of opulence inside this chamber alone would feed the inhabitants of The Stocks for more than a moon,” Le’Dral grumbled. “That would be in normal times, I’m afraid. The council of lords, the sycophants of the late king, have determined to squeeze us. Goods from outside these walls have become scarce. The prices from those who would sell have increased nearly tenfold. Most won’t even consider the transaction as a result of threats to their own well-being. The nobles vie for the leadership of a kingdom. I’m afraid the money will not suffice.”

      “Will our supplies last until the first of the crops are ready for harvest?” Ryl inquired.

      Le’Dral responded with a pensive nod. “Aye. I believe so, though strict rations will need to be enforced,” he added. His eyes travelled to the others in the group, pausing as he met them in turn.

      “They are afraid to lose control.” Ryl spoke up. “The Stocks harbors the resources they need as well. The crops have long gone to the kingdom. The loss of their precious tributes will sting. They mean to squeeze us, yet we can apply pressure of our own.”

      Ryl surveyed the faces of those present. He stopped his gaze on Lord Eligar.

      “We’ll enforce a blockade of our own,” Ryl offered. “No tribute will leave The Stocks against their own volition. If they mean to bring us to our knees by force, that will require iron. Halting any metal exports from House Eligar will get their attention. Nearly all the precious ore comes from but a handful of veins that reside in your lands. Fay, could your house afford the delay in production?”

      Fay took a moment to ponder the information. To consider the option.

      “Aye. Ryl, we are self-sufficient, to a point.” His answer was apprehensive. Cautious.

      “My lands are well fortified, and we have long planned contingencies to consolidate our citizens in the eventuality the other noble houses choose to wage open war,” he acknowledged. “With my forces divided, the defenses have been reduced significantly. We will hold for a time, yet not indefinitely.”

      Ryl rapped his fingers on the table as he thought for a moment. His eyes met with Averine’s focused stare. A flash of understanding sparkled in the depths of his wide orbs. At that moment, Ryl understood the eccentric old man.

      “Fay, your house has sacrificed much as a result of your compassion. You’ve sworn to protect your people, yet I cannot bear the thought of more innocents losing their lives for this gamble.” Ryl’s concern was genuine. Fay and his soldiers had willingly risked everything for his cause. For the cause of righteousness. For a young man only a few had ever even seen. Lord Eligar opened his mouth to retort, yet Ryl stopped him with a wave of his hand.

      “Send the kingdom a message,” he added. “Force their hands. They’ll leave your lands unmolested, or you’ll seal off the mines for a generation,” Ryl added.

      “What? Seal the mines?” Le’Dral interrupted. “I’ve seen what the phrenics can do, yet it’s a long ride to Cantros from here. From the reports we’ve received, the Kingsway is overrun with the remainder of the armies of the kingdom.

      Ryl grinned across the table at Averine. Lord Eligar nodded his head in somber approval.

      “Our young friend here has provided the spark.” Averine chuckled as he spoke. “It requires only a word to light the fuse.”

      From beside the captain, Cavlin let out a short laugh. He stifled the uncontrolled response, attempting to disguise the wince of pain.

      “If the rumor stands, Averine once wired his mines to hold sway over your family,” Ryl noted as his focus landed on Lord Eligar. “He threatened to destroy them should any submit to the Deliverance. They wouldn’t happen to still be wired today?”

      The old man nodded feverishly.

      “And they can be destroyed with but a word. Our young lord took my example to heart, if I’m not mistaken,” he added.

      Fay closed his eyes for a moment as he nodded once again. His acknowledgment came after a moment of consideration. The weight of his decision was profound. Its impact could define the fortunes of his house, lingering for generations.

      “We could seal them off for decades should we choose,” the young lord agreed. “Whether idle threat or a reality, it is a path Hose Eligar will walk with you.”

      “Thank you, my friends,” Ryl added as he let a wave of satisfaction flow from his core. “The plan is reckless, yet should suffice to hold back a full-scale invasion of your lands. Captain, how long were we granted to respond?”

      “Fourteen days,” he answered.

      The timing was short. Even with the swiftest of horses, a ride to Cantros would take weeks.

      “Unless the kingdom or other houses are already moving against your lands, it will take weeks to muster and march a sufficient force,” Ryl continued. “It’s past time for some of your soldiers to return home to shore up your defenses.”

      Fay’s mouth shot open at the comment; however, again Ryl pressed on before he could retort.

      “From all accounts, the Kingsway is blocked. How fares the Sea of Prosper?” Ryl inquired.

      “The few fishermen who’ve tempted the waters have reported seeing masts on the horizon, though none have been spotted in days,” Le’Dral answered.

      Fay’s eyes lit as he sat forward in his chair. “We’ve committed to providing the arms you need here, yet the bolstered numbers at home would not go unappreciated. It would no doubt lessen the strain on the rations that will need to be enforced here,” the lord added. “With little activity on the Sea of Prosper, we could likely muscle through a blockade if needed. The Isle of Mattume answers to my call. From there it would be an easy passage to my lands.”

      Fay’s vision wandered the room as he made the calculations in his head. “Nearly five days to Leremont. Another to the Isle,” he muttered to himself. “It would take a little over a week to complete the voyage.”

      They had been given an abbreviated timeline to render their decision. Both sides likely understood which option the other would pursue. The capital, whichever house now held the seat of power, would be consolidating power. They knew their tenuous position inside The Stocks would soon breed contempt. Theirs was a post they couldn’t hope to hold forever. Though they were free, being trapped inside the walls was not a station many would abide long term.

      “There is a fine line that we must walk,” the captain added. “Though our actions may be the best we can hope for, the division runs rampant through our meager city. You know as well as any that loyalties among the population, among the army that answers to my command are not exclusive. There are more than enough who seek to sow confusion and contempt. Sabotage is well within their grasp. Murder is oftentimes their preferred method. The longer we shelter behind these walls, the more this division will grow.”

      A message could be sent. House Eligar could stave off destruction for the time being. They could survive here between the walls, yet the proposition was chilling.

      “They grow bolder by the day,” Le’Dral added. “There is little surprise that the attempt on your life arrives on the same day as the missive.”

      This would not be living.

      Merely surviving was not living.

      Change had come to their tiny corner of the kingdom, yet the winds that had seemed so prevalent had died to a whisper. The spark that threatened to light the kingdom ablaze was being choked out by the remnants of the stain of the nexela. The tainted Blessing and greed still ruled Damaris.

      “This blockade is as much a means of preventing goods from entering as it is information from getting out,” Ryl intoned. “They fear the truth that lies within these walls. We exist in a secluded corner of the kingdom, yet the surge, the wave that remains bottled up behind these walls, yearns for release.”

      Ryl looked at Fay. He knew the young lord longed for the comforts of his home. The adventure was thrilling for a time, though it would likely get old. His men, loyal as they were, had survived what they had expected to be a death sentence. Thoughts of their homes, the ones who were left behind grew stronger by the day as the thrill and threat of battle turned into idleness.

      He grinned as he looked around the room at those gathered around him. Phrenics. Nobleman. Captain. Mercenary. Eccentric.

      “The spark of hope has survived a millennium under far more toxic conditions,” Ryl growled. “The truth turned convert into believer. Word of the Harvest will have traveled the length of the kingdom by now. Though it will be skewed, news of the Horde, the massacre of Cadsae Proper and the death of the king are common knowledge. Until the lords, those corrupted by the Blessing of the King have been silenced, progress will be stifled at every turn.”

      “How do you suppose we change that?” Le’Dral inquired. “We haven’t the force to storm the great houses. Bloodshed on that scale would ill suit our purpose. We tread a slippery slope, stooping to the same clandestine tactics that have been employed upon us day after day.”

      Ryl nodded his head in agreement. “Aye. This kingdom has seen enough death,” he agreed. “It is not the seats of their control that need to be stormed. Their castles will remain untouched. Their power is far more fragile than they understand.”

      His eyes locked onto Averine’s. They were wide in excitement.

      “Averine.” Ryl’s gaze fell on the eccentric man across the table. “You wouldn’t perhaps know the location of the remaining facilities, would you?”

      The eccentric elder quivered with anticipation as he nodded his head wildly. His giddy cackle echoed through the room.
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      The discussions had begun in earnest running late into the afternoon. The course was charted for the release of over two-thirds of the soldiers from House Eligar. The denizens of The Stocks, the ragtag mixture of guards and displaced citizens, were expected to render a decision within two weeks’ time. They would never give their answer, nor would the kingdom grant them the authority to decide on their own.

      Ryl knew that the nobles who now controlled the fate of the kingdom had already made their decisions as to the course that they would pursue.

      The true import of that decision was the subject of discussion and consternation amongst Ryl and his companions.

      He stifled a yawn against the back of his hand as they broke from the extended meeting. Only a sliver of the sun remained above the peak of the western palisade. The cool breeze of the evening air was a comfort, a welcome contradiction from the sweltering chamber.

      He stopped as he reached the base of the stairs. The guards who ringed the building remained in place, carefully gauging the activity of the square. As the light had receded, most had withdrawn to whatever habitations they now called home. The sounds of conversation mixed with the steady thump of construction that resounded from the growing city of Cadsae. Many still found shelter in nothing more than tents, their beds simple mattresses on the hard earth.

      Though a vocal few grew perturbed at the lack of amenities in the rapidly growing city, the majority were simply grateful. They had heeded the call of soldiers in the night. Their fateful decision was likely all that had stood between them and the savage, merciless Horde. None living there were free from the scars of loss.

      Death had touched everyone in one way or another. The screams that echoed long into the dark of the night would haunt them for an eternity.

      The phrenics followed a step behind as they cleared the line of soldiers guarding the master’s house. In step, they moved toward the horses tethered to the post along the side of the building. Paasek called the group to a stop a few meters from the waiting mounts.

      “Ramm, Taq, Rhoane, you will take Ryl’s place atop the western palisade,” Paasek ordered. “Be ever mindful of the west, though I doubt the danger now lies from that horizon. I need not preach caution. You well know the tales of the phrenics who once walked amongst the citizens of Damaris. It is true, times have changed. Do not let sentiment and wonder cloud your judgment.”

      The trio of phrenics nodded in unison. The feelings of understanding flowed as one cohesive wave that washed over them.

      “Never forget, it is the unawakened, those they call tributes, who are your true cause,” Paasek whispered. “If the demons come in numbers that are unsustainable, light the signal fires and flee. Save as many as you can. The Erlyn will be the only hope you will have.”

      Without another word, the phrenics moved toward their waiting horses. Ramm’s heavy hand rested gently on Ryl’s shoulder for a moment before he joined his companions, who were already mounted atop their steeds.

      “Safe travels, my friends,” Ryl added.

      The phrenics wasted no time, spurring their horses to a canter. Ryl and Paasek watched for a moment as they vanished into the rapidly growing city to the east.

      “Do you think the Horde will come?” Ryl asked the phrenic councilor. Though the elder phrenic had admittedly nothing more to teach him, his opinion was valued above most others. He revered him, nonetheless. They shared many of the same experiences, inherited as a by-product of the alexen. The interpretation of the information was always flavored by individual perspective. The knowledge was universally accessible, yet the interpretation was unique.

      In a sense, Ryl felt very much his true age when in the presence of the phrenic. He was but a child in the presence of a man who had lived well more than a century before his birth. He felt nothing more than an apprentice following in his master’s footsteps.

      “There’s no telling what they will do, Ryl,” Paasek admitted. “This is a question I should ask you as well. I felt the stain of the Horde as we approached. The inky blackness was an ever-present weight all phrenics could feel. There is nothing now.”

      Ryl paused for a moment as he collected the reins of his horse. It took but an instant for his mindsight to scan the area. Aside from the fleeting visions of the phrenics moving rapidly to the west and the man beside him, the vision was clear. It was a puzzling sensation to explain. Since he had called off the demons, banishing them to the west, he was convinced that they would heed his call. He was confident that they would return to wherever they called home.

      How long would they remain there was the question that burned through his mind. Theirs was a social structure that respected power. Strength was the true test of leadership. How long would it take for one to challenge Ryl’s dominance?

      He shuddered at the thought of facing another of the massive demons he’d felled before the Pining Gates.

      “Aye, Paasek, I feel the same,” he admitted. “I can’t explain it, yet deep inside, I know they will remain within the Outlands. What it is they wait for, or when they will return is a puzzle to me as well.”

      A fleeting hint of a troubled look flashed across Paasek’s face. He covered the unexpected emotion well, his normal stoic calm returning immediately.

      “Come. We should make good time tonight,” he added. “Though the deliberations and planning were important, there is much to be done. The Erlyn beckons. We should not keep her waiting long. I have supplies waiting at the common house.”

      Ryl flashed a puzzled look to Paasek, yet the elder phrenic had already begun moving his horse across the square. Though the area had bustled with activity only hours earlier, the coming of dark had sent many of the citizens scurrying back to wherever they called home. Armed guards now dominated the number of individuals still active in the early dusk. Torches had sprung to life across the top of the palisade, their lights blotted out in random intervals by the frequent passing of patrols.

      He stopped in his tracks as a hollow, booming thump echoed throughout the square. His heart raced as the familiarity of the sound resonated through his core.

      The exterior doors of the Pining Gates, open throughout the day, slammed shut.

      They were now, once again, prisoners of The Stocks. This time of their own volition.

      Ryl followed Paasek across the square. Their track was familiar. Having called the settlement his fateful home for nearly half his life, he’d likely marched the same path on hundreds of occasions. Ahead, the common house was almost identical to the other two in the line, yet the slight char around the door marked its unique, hidden story.

      It was a reminder of a night that had defined his young life.

      The circumstances today couldn’t be more strikingly different.

      Ryl tied off his horse to the small section of fence that remained bordering the square and the crude walkway leading to the common house. The section to his right, having been consumed by the fire, had never been rebuilt. A pair of guards stood as sentries at either side of the entrance. They nodded at the phrenics as they approached.

      Ryl was the first to reach the door. Just as he remembered, the poorly constructed, swollen wood stuck as it rubbed against the frame. The familiar groan sounded as he pushed inward, announcing their presence.

      He was ill prepared for the sight inside the common house. The normally sleepy main room, which dominated much of the first floor, swelled with a press of people that far exceeded the comfortable limits of the run-down building. The scattered, mismatched tables had seldom been full during his time here. Today, no seats remained unoccupied.

      The din of the room was overwhelming. The accumulation of countless conversations blended into an unintelligible rumble of voices. Thankfully, their entrance was noted by few; however, those who did spoke in hushed, excited tones to any who were close enough to listen.

      “I’m sorry, Ryl,” Paasek grumbled. “The meeting lasted longer than anticipated. Looks like we’ve interrupted their dinner.”

      The aromas that filled the room were complex. The curious mixture of the myriad of foods was far outweighed by the natural odors of the inhabitants. Many were likely unaccustomed to the rigors of manual labor. Ryl pitied them not for their temporary discomfort. As children, he and the tributes had been forced to work these same fields.

      None cared for their well-being.

      He found the sights and smells of the main hall quickly turned his stomach, his appetite satiated by the revulsion that churned his gut.

      “Let’s collect what we came for and be on our way,” he grumbled. The elder phrenic was keenly aware of the discomfort that oozed from Ryl’s body.

      With a grace that belied his size, Paasek led the way across the crowded room. Ryl surveyed those close at hand as they weaved their way through the tables.

      Word of their presence spread quickly throughout the cramped room.

      He felt the weight of their stares as they centered on him.

      Ryl’s vision darted around the room, appraising every passing body as if it were a threat. He found no malice in their eyes. There was awe. Appreciation. Reverence. In a sense, the feelings were more disconcerting than had it been hatred alone.

      He was well prepared for animosity. The intensely harsh upbringing had steeled him against such emotions.

      He now possessed the skills to counter the hatred. His hands itched for the comfort of the Leaves. The darkened whispers from inside rolled through his core. There was no mercy in its hushed mutterings. It painted a scene that horrified him. He felt his heart race; his breaths came short and rapid.

      Ryl blinked his eyes as a layer of crimson coated the walls, leaking slowly toward the ground, where it collected in swelling pools that swamped the floor. The wreckage of human bodies was scattered throughout the room. Appendages twitched, clinging to the last remnants of life. The hollow stares of deadened eyes bored through him. The undeniable metallic odor of blood was thick in the air. He could taste the tang of iron in his mouth. He felt the splash of hot blood across his face and arms. The sticky liquid oozed across his skin.

      Ryl’s body tensed. He felt as if his skin were cracking as an unexpected sheet of woodskin coated his body. The warmth of a hand touched his shoulder.

      He reacted with lightning speed. Ryl snapped his right arm upward, catching the hand that had touched him just above the wrist. He squeezed as he twisted the arm down to the side and away from his body.

      “Ryl!” The voice was panicked. Its shrill tone spoke of surprise and pain, yet it was familiar. The visions of death blanched from his view as his eyes fell upon the speaker.

      “Please, Ryl. You’re hurting me.” Breila was hunched over before him. There was fear in her eyes. Paasek stood a step behind her; his posture was defensive. He scanned the surroundings, yet his attention was locked onto Ryl.

      A hush had fallen over the room. The thundering of his heart in his chest rang in his ears. The alexen in his veins rolled with agitated fury.

      Ryl released his hold on Breila’s arm, falling to a knee before her.

      “I’m sorry,” was all he could mutter. His hushed voice threatened to break.

      The crowd that had seemed so close moments earlier, the press of humanity that seemed to fill every available space had parted. A wide clearing spread out around him. The expressions on the faces of the inhabitants had changed once more.

      Fear now radiated from them.

      “Ryl, are you alright?” Paasek whispered as he approached. He felt the foreign wave of comfort wash over him. The welcome sensation was a balm to the revulsion that now coated every fiber of his being. He nodded as the words stopped in his throat.

      “Come with me.” Paasek helped him to his feet, half guiding, half pulling him into the kitchen beyond. Those in the room parted before their passage.

      The scents of the fully functioning kitchen were overwhelming. Once inside, Paasek shuffled him to the rear wall, depositing him into a chair that sat beside a solitary end table.

      “Ekard, clear the room,” Breila ordered as she whisked her way into the room close on their heels. She waited like a sentinel by the door, closing it as the handful of cooks were ushered out of the crowded kitchen. Fay’s friend, the displaced tavern owner, took a place at her side as the last of the others hurried out.

      Ryl let his head fall into his hands. What had happened? The sensations, the visions were so real. Not since his sickness, since the removal of the toxin that had poisoned his veins had he suffered a hallucination so potent. He squeezed his hands against his temples.

      “Breila, I’m sorry,” he gasped. “Are you alright?”

      The madam stood a few meters away, her body partially shielded by Paasek’s body. She rubbed her right hand gingerly over her left wrist. Though her initial steps were cautious, she moved quickly to his side. Her hand rested gently on his shoulder.

      “I am fine, Ryl. Just startled, that’s all,” she whispered. Her voice resounded with motherly calm and compassion. “What happened to you? Where did you go?”

      With effort, Ryl opened his eyes, raising his vision from the floor. The faces of Paasek and the madam shared a similar expression.

      The concern that accented their features was undeniable.

      “You disappeared for a moment, Ryl,” Paasek grumbled. “There was no glow of the phrenic, yet no stain of the nexela. You vanished.”

      Ryl rolled his shoulders as his seated posture straightened. His body felt an uncommon weariness that was unwelcome.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have answers,” he whispered. “I too was lost for a moment. The hallucination was so vivid. Not since the sickness have I experienced the like.”

      Breila rubbed her hand gently on his shoulder. Paasek squinted his eyes. Though there was no malice in the look, he could feel the phrenic’s eyes probing him for information.

      “You should rest, Ryl,” Breila offered.

      He shook his head as he collected her hand, cupping it between his own.

      “No, I cannot. There are many miles to cover before the night is through.” He rose to his feet, tenderly assisting Breila up with him.

      “The crowd. The noise. The emotions. There are too many memories here,” he added. “We’ll collect our supplies, then slip away before we cause any undue commotion.”

      Breila opened her mouth to retort, yet her lips clamped together as she thought better of the reasoning. Ekard collected a small satchel that had been hung from a peg by the door. He shuffled across the room toward them.

      “There’s not much to work with here. There are so many mouths to feed,” the tavern owner apologized as he held out the pack. Paasek nodded as he collected the offering.

      “Thank you, my friend,” Ryl added, reaching out to shake hands with the barman. “Your kindness is appreciated as always.”

      The look on Breila’s face flashed for an instant with the intimidating hint of the matron Ryl knew her to be. She was an imposing figure, her influence daunting. Of all inside their growing city, Ryl fretted over her the least. She was both revered and simultaneously feared. He felt the early stages of a morose smile tug up at his lips as he pondered the possibility of her resuming her clandestine work here inside the run-down common houses of Cadsae.

      The irony was too much to bear.

      “We will return in a few days,” Ryl added. “Paasek, lead the way.”

      Ryl felt his heart race as they exited the kitchen into the common area. If few had failed to note his entrance, none missed their passage. The din of conversations hushed as they moved across the room. Those on their feet parted without a word as Paasek steamed forward. Ryl followed close in his wake.

      He felt the progressive weight of every set of eyes in the room rest on him. Through the cycles, he’d grown accustomed to the vindictive and baleful stares. He knew he’d never accept the awe and reverence that he’d been viewed with of late. The emotion now was that of pity. It was draining. He felt his stomach twist as he walked in the shadow of the hulking phrenic.

      With every step, he felt his confidence falter. Every pace forward was a regression. For the first time in cycles, he felt infinitesimally small behind his peer. But a child treading haplessly in a grown-up’s wake. The alexen in his blood was chillingly silent.

      Thankfully, they crossed the main level of the common house without pause. The door groaned as the phrenic shoved it open. The crush of the cool evening air was a shock to Ryl’s system. He felt the chill work through his skin. It seeped into him, replacing the tepid warmth of the interior. The fire of the alexen seemed to ignite again within his veins. The familiar warmth spread outward from his core, coating the entirety of his frame.

      Free of the bulk of the appraising eyes, Ryl paused at the end of the thin track from the common house. He closed his eyes, inhaling a deep breath. The air was crisp, flavored with a hint of brine from the sea. At the moment, neither the stale smoke from the remains of the burned East Ward nor the blood and foul rot of the Horde were present.

      The feelings, the emotions that had struck him inside the common house were alarming. He had lost control, only for an instant, yet it had shocked him to his core. The hope that had long burned inside him flickered uncontrollably as it was nearly snuffed out by the brooding darkness inside.

      He could still see the lingering images, only flashes of still frames in his mind. The devastation was dramatic. The setting, too personal. He longed to put miles between himself and the swelling village. A village that now barely resembled the settlement he had called home since his childhood.

      Ryl yearned for the comfort that he knew awaited under the boughs of the Erlyn. A span of fifty miles separated them, yet the call was so strong he could sense it from here. Without a word, he mounted his horse, spurring it to a steady trot north out of the village. There was no need to scan his surroundings. He felt the welcoming sensation of the phrenic following close behind.

      The pair rode in silence for miles. Darkness had descended over The Stocks, though the sliver of the moon rising steadily in the eastern sky provided ample illumination for their travel.

      Paasek eased his horse alongside Ryl’s; his gravelly voice broke the wordless silence that had fallen over them.

      “What happened back there?” the phrenic inquired. His voice was curious though it resounded with compassion.

      Ryl had been lost in his thoughts. He’d considered it thoroughly, though he struggled to find an answer. He wrestled with the truth of what had nearly become.

      “I’m not entirely certain. My mind keeps drawing me back to that building,” Ryl muttered. “There are more memories there that I can recall. It was a respite for pleasant moments and a haven from the prying eyes of the guards. It was a place of desperation and of infinite sadness. Too many lives were mourned. Lost to their Harvest. Elias and I shared a room there for cycles until they took him too.”

      For a moment, Ryl paused. The soothing clop of the horses’ hooves on the hard-packed earth was the only sound to break the still of the night.

      “It was the emotion,” he admitted after a lengthy pause. “I let it consume me. For a time, I was lost in the memories of the past. I let my guard down. I didn’t hear the darkened whispers. I was woefully unprepared for the ferocity of its assault.”

      Ryl could feel the alexen churning again in his veins. The constant activity holding the darkness welling inside him at bay. The weight of their control was painfully obvious.

      “I would have slaughtered them all,” he whispered.

      “Can you control it?” Paasek asked.

      Ryl’s honest answer was startling. It chilled him.

      “I don’t know.”
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      The light from the cloudless night sky provided sufficient illumination for their trek. After their brief conversation, they rode in silence—both pondering the occurrences of the early evening.

      Paasek had planned to push the pair until they passed the first waystation before resting themselves and the horses for the night. Less than a quarter of a mile beyond, there was a small grouping of trees, one of the few remaining patches that had survived being cleared in the distant past. There, Paasek and his companions had found temporary shelter during their frequent travels between the villages that capped either end of The Stocks.

      The miles passed quickly as the horses made good time over the gently rolling landscape. They slowed, walking their mounts as they approached the settlement of Thayers Rest. Their appearance, materializing unannounced from the dark, had unsurprisingly spurred the guards stationed at the small habitation into a hasty defense. The cultivation of the fertile land was well underway. Teams of citizens now inhabited every work camp and habitation throughout The Stocks. Out of necessity, Le’Dral had seen fit to accompany each with a guard detail.

      Movement at night, though expressly forbidden while he was a captive between these walls, now seldom garnered attention. The phrenics were known throughout the armed guards who now patrolled the entirety of The Stocks. The elaborate markings on their arms would have given them away nonetheless. Combined with the ever-present cloaks, there was no mistaking their identity.

      Ryl was in no mood for conversation this evening. There were but a few pleasantries exchanged between the groups. He released a focused wave of pacifying comfort over the soldiers as they moved beyond, disappearing back into the night.

      The moon was at its peak when they slowed again just south of the waypoint.

      Ryl yawned as he dismounted. He made no attempt to hide his exhaustion. His phenic companion would have noted.

      “You can rest soon, my friend,” Paasek called as he swung down from his horse at Ryl’s side. “I’ll take the first watch.”

      “Thank you, Paasek,” Ryl acknowledged. The weariness he felt clawing at his consciousness was unusual. Its tendrils had yet to relinquish their hold since the incident in the common house. It was a peculiar feeling. One which he neither understood nor relished.

      “The rest will do me well,” Ryl admitted. “I can feel the call of the woods. The comfort there will be well deserved.”

      Ahead, the torches of the waystation flickered in the night. The glowing beacons illuminated the landscape for several meters in all directions. It stood out, an island of light in the sea of darkness.

      “You never explained the true reason for recalling me to the woods,” Ryl noted as they walked their horses sluggishly toward the glow of the waystation. “Though I long to see my friends, to reconnect with the forest, there is more to my presence than you’ve let on.”

      Paasek laughed. His low chuckle rumbled like the sound of distant thunder.

      “Aye, there is ever more, Ryl, though there is no deceit,” he admitted. “The unawakened have blossomed in your absence. The budding phrenics, coming into their own simultaneously, have been trying for those who can sense their nature. The amount of uncontrolled emotion is enough to drive one mad. They will all do well with the steady hand and support of one they trust. Even if only for a matter of days.”

      Ryl was puzzled and frustrated by the admission.

      “You’ve surely not returned me to the Erlyn to teach them.” Ryl noted. “There’s more, is there not?”

      “Aye. There is. The woods have been eerily quiet, yet every rustle of the leaves is laden with emotion,” Paasek added. “The Erlyn responds willingly to the commands of the phrenics and of Andr. There are a few unawakened who can open the paths through her midst. Yet the forest has a markedly different feel to her.”

      Ryl shot a curious glance toward the phrenic. “The woods have survived for an eternity. I trust in her judgment, her self-preservation,” Ryl said. “She was weary when I left, yet her power was still far beyond comprehension. Her messages are difficult to comprehend, yet like the alexen, her will shall be revealed when the timing is right. Who among the unawakened can control her paths?”

      “One surprises me. The other does not,” Paasek added. “The youngest among them, the seer Faya, moves her way among the branches, opening the pathways with an ease that is astounding. The other is more curious. The silent twin, Palon, spends his time when not training lost in study of the woods around our refuge. I’ve seen him watch the same tree for hours at a time, yet I’ve never heard him speak a word.”

      Ryl grunted in response. Neither of the two revelations were surprising to him. Palon had hinted at his grasp of the true power within his blood shortly before Ryl’s Harvest. Faya, on the other hand, was a wonder to him.

      The waystation ahead glowed in the dark. Ryl stopped abruptly as his eyes scanned the building. No horses occupied the small stable. A breeze blew from the south, rustling his cloak as it passed. The single door to the waystation thumped softly as it was pushed by the wind. Something prevented it from closing entirely.

      The scene felt wrong. Le’Dral had dispersed his forces throughout The Stocks; the groups patrolled the road and settlements day and night.

      “Something is off,” Ryl whispered. His left hand fell to the Leaves secured behind his back. With one fluid motion he removed the dormant weapon. The blade itched to burn to life, yet he stifled the urge as he stalked forward. The sound of a blade clearing its sheath sang from behind him as Paasek drew his great sword.

      Darkness surrounded the glowing halo of light that swelled around the exterior of the single building of the waystation. They were nothing but darkened shadows as they crept forward. Ryl felt the heat within him swell as the alexen coursed through his veins.

      He rushed to scan the area. His phrenic mindsight illuminated nothing save for his companion stealthily approaching from his rear. The area surrounding the building was still. Only the muted gurgling of the lazy river to their east and the muffled crunch of the dirt underfoot disturbed the still of the night.

      Ryl paused at the outer edge of the ring of light. Paasek continued his approach, angling toward the side of the building. Still partially hidden by the darkness, he allowed himself a moment to investigate the waystation before him. A window flanked the door in the center of the wall facing the dirt road. A narrow overhang extended outward a few meters, providing any who might inhabit the station a small degree of comfort from the elements. The lantern suspended from the ceiling of the low awning shifted slightly as a gust of wind swirled from the south. The door shifted, rebounding off the object that prevented its closure.

      The alexen stormed through his veins in anticipation as the identity of the object was confirmed. It was visible for only a moment, yet there was no question as to its form.

      A bloodied human hand blocked the inswing of the wooden door.

      Ryl let the Leaves flare to life as he darted across the lighted circle. The orange glow of the lantern was washed out by the brilliant green flare of the burning blade. His lengthy paces carried him across the distance to the entrance in a moment. He held the glowing, serrated weapon out to the side as he wrenched the door open.

      The wash of green light spilled into the room, illuminating the devastation inside. The waystation consisted of a single sparsely furnished room. A pair of bunk beds, chests for personal effects, and a small table with chairs encapsulated the entirety of the provisions. The cramped quarters demanded neatness, as there was little room for any excess clutter.

      Shards of wood were scattered across the floor; the chairs were toppled and broken. One of the two sets of bunk beds leaned precariously against the other. Bodies were strewn throughout, lying in growing pools of crimson. Blood, still fresh, oozed down the walls. Ryl’s visual inspection was rapid. The corpses were all clothed in the similar drab uniform of the Cadsae Proper guard. Several bristled with the shafts of multiple arrows. All were slashed, their flesh and clothing stained and torn.

      A short, shrill whistle sounded from the northern side of the building. Though he recognized the note, Ryl spun rapidly to view the caller. The wave of concern that rolled over his body was unquestionable. Paasek approached with haste and rounded the northern side of the building, having completed his circuit of the perimeter. His eyes darted from side to side, peering outward into the darkness for any signs of motion.

      “Two guards lay dead behind the building,” he whispered. “Their bodies are still warm. The blood has yet to soak into the ground.”

      “Aye. It’s the same inside,” Ryl hissed as he released his hold on the glowing blade. He moved quickly to the lantern suspended from the awning, snuffing out the flame with a focused blast of wind from his right arm.

      The ring of light surrounding the waystation flickered out, plunging them into darkness. There was nothing more they needed to see here.

      “There’s more, I’m afraid,” Paasek added. His voice was tinged with an unexpected layer of animosity. “Civilians. Perhaps a dozen. They all shared the same fate. They were butchered with the others.”

      The alexen in Ryl’s veins burned at the statement. He felt the wave of revulsion rock his stomach, threatening to upend the contents inside. The guards and soldiers had signed on knowing that their lives might one day be ended at the tip of a blade. They understood the risks. Their lives were not to be spent in vain, yet the deaths of the civilians stung him. These people were survivors. They’d suffered through the massacre of an entire city. Many had likely taken part in the gruesome campaign to search for life in the wreckage of Cadsae Proper.

      They’d be haunted by nightmares of the horrors they’d witnessed. Many had willingly committed to the simplicity of tending the fields and crops of The Stocks. The work was numbing, tedious. A perfect distraction from the trauma they’d been exposed to.

      Still, they were not combatants. They were innocent. In a way, their fate was much like that of the families of the wayward tributes. Those whose parents chose to run were pursued relentlessly. They were tracked across the kingdom until they were discovered. Mercy was out of the question.

      They were hunted.

      Ryl felt his lips curl into a snarl.

      “Hunters,” Ryl growled.

      “They’d have needed numbers,” Paasek intoned. “No matter how inept the guards may have been, they’d have at least put up a fight. The numbers couldn’t have been in their favor.”

      “A group that large would have left tracks,” Ryl added. “The soil will be soft this early in the season. The guards would have traveled by horses, yet their stable is empty. Their tracks should be easy to follow.”

      Paasek sheathed his sword, though his eyes continued to rove the darkness that surrounded them.

      “They grow bolder by the day,” Paasek admitted. “The assassination attempts on you, Le’Dral, and his officers were by no means surprising. Those who oppose the changes you’ve wrought will not cede their control of their tributes without a fight. They choose to attack from the shadows. They will strike at the citizens until they revolt against the very ones who saved them from the Horde.”

      Ryl felt the darkened whisper blossom from within his core. Though the grumbling words were foreign, the sentiment was crystal clear.

      Nothing would be changed without blood.

      They had again loosed the hunters, the butchers of families, on the innocent. The degenerate killers had been once more given license to murder with impunity.

      Ryl squeezed his hands into fists.

      It was long past time for the tables to be turned.

      “Paasek, stow the horses in the stable. We travel on foot, and we travel fast,” Ryl ordered. “The night is still young. It’s time we hunt.”
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      Ryl and Paasek located the tracks leading from the waystation with ease. It was of little surprise that it was the footprints of men, not horses that were the easiest to identify. The hunters had likely run the horses up the hard-packed road to disguise their spoor before cutting afield.

      Those who had butchered the guards and civilians understood the lay of the land within The Stocks. They were familiar with the vast tracts of fertile land where few traveled routinely. Under the cover of darkness they could move in secret. To the west of the road, the plots of crops stretched out for a few miles, yet beyond that Ryl was unsure of what remained. Between there and the stone of the western palisade, little else save for fields of wild grasses and several small copses of trees.

      Ryl and Paasek crept through the field, following the narrow, beaten-down walkways that separated the crops from the working surface. It was among the carefully manicured lines that they found the tracks they were looking for.

      The hunters who had slaughtered the guards and the civilians had far greater bloodlust than concern for the crops beneath their feet. Those who worked the soil tread carefully, minding their footfalls not to damage the growth they’d labored over. Even in the moonlight, the heavy imprints of boots heading to and from the waystation were obvious. Ryl whistled a short, shrill blast, calling Paasek to his position.

      “To the west,” he whispered.

      The pair stalked the tracks until they exited the area of tilled earth, weaving into the wild grasses of the plain. With no clear path ahead, they continued in line with the westerly direction they’d been moving. Ryl called them to a stop as they ducked into the grasses atop the first rise.

      The moonlight bathed the interior of The Stocks with a dull blue glow. The breeze blowing from the south had intensified, the cold chill signaling the coming of a storm. Glimmers of the moon’s light reflected off the sheen of the swaying grasses. The wild fields looked alive, rippling like water in the wind. Further to the west, the palisade in the distance was nothing more than a darker shaded line stretching across the horizon. Scattered across the rolling hills were several patches of trees.

      Ryl studied the terrain for a few moments, watching the undulating waves of grasses. He shook his head as he noted the discrepancy among the hills. At first glance, he had missed the sign. After leaving the crops, the hunters had been cautious. They had plotted their course with care, weaving among valleys of the rolling hills to disguise their tracks among the deeper shadows and thinning vegetation.

      With a nod to his phrenic companion, the pair continued their pursuit into the wilds of The Stocks. Ryl had never previously explored this area. Throughout his cycles here, there was little time or energy for endeavors outside of their prescribed tasks.

      Few words needed to be exchanged between the pair. Though not of the same scout group, Paasek had served as Ryl’s tutor prior to his awakening. Aside from Ramm and Vox, he knew the phrenic counselor well. They had routinely shared the experiences of simulated combat as well as the unpredictable tide of battle. They had fought side by side before the Prophet’s Tree and stood in defiance before the gates, holding back the wave of devastation of the Horde. They profited from the innate comprehension that only the alexen could provide.

      The pale glow of the moonlight combined with their phrenic senses made for easy travel. The soothing swishing of the tall, wild grasses covered the sounds of their movements. Ryl was less concerned that they’d be discovered—with dark cloaks and abnormal speed, they were little more than shadows across the darkened terrain.

      The pair tracked to the west for miles. Ryl maintained a vigilant surveillance of the landscape with all his senses, both phrenic and natural. Gusts of wind increased from the south. The intensity and the frequency carried with it the first drops of water from the leading edge of the incoming storm’s charge.

      With the advance of the inclement weather, Ryl and Paasek took measured steps to abandon some of the stealth they had assumed to that point. Dark clouds now blanketed most of the sky to the south, spreading rapidly to the north, aided by the strength of the winds above. They tapped into a hint of their unnatural speed, easily covering the rolling terrain.

      The waypoint was situated just to the west of the main road and river that bisected The Stocks. Running the length of the penned-in enclosure, a span of under eight miles separated that point from the palisade looming over the western horizon. Ryl guessed they’d covered half the distance when he slowed again. No signs of others appeared through his phrenic mindsight. The scent of smoke, though faint, was undeniable. His long, loping strides narrowed. He crouched down as he crept up the rise of the hill in their path. The darkened shadow on the horizon told of a substantial growth of trees not far in the distance.

      Ryl paused at the peak, keeping his body low to the ground. He disguised his silhouette among the bushes that grew uninhibited along the top of the ridge. A hundred meters to the west, the stand of trees stretched out, forming a formidable glade. The terrain here was wild; the fields of crops had yet to spread this far. Though the history of The Stocks stretched for over one thousand cycles, the population was never large enough to justify cultivating all the land at their disposal. The human resources would have been spread too thin. The output of the crops they maintained provided a sufficient bounty to satiate the needs of those who demanded the resources.

      The spoor they had followed for miles terminated at the edge of the trees. The beaten trail through the fields would likely be washed away by the rain that threatened to follow. A low, moaning whistle of the wind shifted the waving grasses that surrounded them. The swirling breeze continued to carry with it hints of smoke. Momentary flickers of light sparkled from inside the trees. A single muffled note of laughter sounded over the wind; a rowdy cheer followed in its wake.

      “They disguise a fire within the trees,” Paasek noted.

      “Aye. They celebrate lives lost,” Ryl growled.

      He felt the hint of darkness call from within as his anger rose. The alexen swelled in his veins, bringing with it the scorching heat. For a moment, he considered giving in to the darkness. Those who had butchered the guards, the civilians, deserved no mercy.

      Ryl paused as a heavy pressure landed on his shoulder. The weight, much like stone, weighed his body down. For an instant he entertained the urge to fight. The darkness demanded bloodshed, not justice for the affront. His left hand slipped behind his back, eagerly seeking the feel of the dormant weapon.

      A second hand, its grip tighter than the first, closed on his right arm. The stony fingers enveloped the mark Kaep had left upon his skin. The tattoo of the demure hand wrapped in vines coursed with energy. Ryl felt an electricity rush through his veins, the blinding light burning off the black whispers from within.

      Paasek was at his side, his eyes wide with concern. “Ryl, stay with me,” he whispered. His voice was soft, yet it hammered him with the force of a scream. A wave of calm washed over him; his body rocked back on his heels at the unexpected force. The energy that crackled in his veins was invigorating. It rippled with a voice, one that urged restraint and calm. The will, the insatiable desire to fight blanched from his body. His hand balled into a fist, withdrawing from its quest for the weapon hidden behind his back. He blinked his eyes, appraising the phrenic before him.

      “I’m here, Paasek,” he muttered. “There’s a battle brewing inside me. The alexen holds the fury at bay, yet it is overpowering. Emotions have gotten the better of me. I don’t understand it.”

      Even through the dark of the night, through the impenetrable shadow of his hood, Ryl could feel Paasek’s eyes studying him.

      “You have been the anomaly that we have awaited for generations,” Paasek noted. “The prophecy has ever been vague. The alexen is sentient. It hides from you until the moment your mind, your body truly understands its will. Fear not that there is a plan. You’ve preserved the phrenic from harm time and time again. To what extent the darkness invades your body, I know not. Do not let emotions or the shadows control you.”

      Ryl lowered his head for a moment. He could feel the conflicting feeling. The heat of the alexen battling the cold whispers of darkness. Yet over the struggle, he could feel the lingering impact of Kaep’s presence. Her voice begged for calm. It was a call he could not deny, a force that compelled him to acquiesce.

      “The taint of the nexela is relentless,” he added. “It threatens to overtake the alexen. I fear for all if that happens. Yet, even over its ferocity, it is Kaep’s voice I hear ring clearly.”

      Paasek nodded his head, looking to the west. Far away, hidden amongst the Haven Mountains, was Vim. Their home. The hidden city where he’d watched Kaep blossom into the legendary warrior of the phrenic order. The sting of her loss would remain with him throughout his days.

      “Kaep was a scholar as much as she was a warrior,” Paasek said, his voice dripping with reverence. “She understood that her destiny, while she had the will to choose her path, was guided by the voices from within. She believed in the alexen, in their knowledge. She believed in the phrenics, their history and their power. She believed in you, Ryl.”

      Around them, fat droplets of rain crashed to the earth.

      “Lean on her wisdom, for it will ever be a part of you,” Paasek intoned.

      Ryl was at a loss for words. The attempt at sounds failed in his throat. He placed his right hand on the shoulder of Paasek, giving it an understanding squeeze.

      “Welcome back, my friend,” Paasek intoned.

      A muffled cheer rose from the clandestine meeting inside the depths of the forest. Ryl turned his eyes from the phrenic back to the grove in the distance. The track of the group they had followed ended as it rounded the edge of the tree line slightly north of their position. Aside from the sporadic glimmer of light, there was no noticeable motion among the trees.

      “I see no signs of sentries,” Paasek whispered.

      “Aye. They have little to fear tucked away in this corner of The Stocks. I lived here for nearly half my life and never once had the cause, freedom, nor desire to explore here,” Ryl agreed. “Careless though, don’t you think? I say it’s time we pay them a visit.”

      Paasek grunted at his side. The note of his sword clearing his sheath served as the phrenic’s reply.

      The pair stalked down the shallow slope, their movements further disguised by the darkened mass of clouds now stretching overhead. Heavy drops fell with ever increasing frequency and intensity as the storm began to unleash its load. The patter of droplets on the earth and the rushing howl of winds hid their approach.

      Ryl drew the Leaves from behind his back as they reached the tree line. Smaller growth stretched out for a few meters, though the older, larger trees dwarfed the saplings. They paused as they entered the shelter beneath the branches. Here, the patter of raindrops on the leaves was a constant rumble, though only in a few locations did the water pour down in a waterfall as it was funneled by the canopy above.

      Trapped by the leaves overhead, the acrid scent of smoke was potent. Deeper into the grove there was a definite glow from the fire or fires burning within. The mixed sounds of voices were far louder here, interspersed with the agitated whinnying of horses.

      Ryl’s eyes adjusted rapidly to the low light under the trees. Though these were not within the Erlyn’s domain, he felt at ease underneath limbs. The details of their surroundings were easily distinguished. Within moments it was clear that no sentries moved throughout the trees. The hunters, though vicious, were lax in their patrols.

      “I see no signs of movement,” he whispered.

      He studied the woods before him. By the standards of The Stocks, the grove they had entered was large, though the Erlyn dwarfed it hundreds of times over. Ryl would have been surprised if the entire width was more than a few hundred meters. The undergrowth was thin. It was curious that the light from the fire was so well disguised.

      Within a few paces, the cause became clear. Only a few meters inside the tree line, a wall of branches blocked their approach. Ryl studied the construction for a moment, gawking at the simplicity of the design. A horizontal, wide-spaced frame of sticks and timber was secured to the trees, the gaps filled with leafy branches and loosely woven sheets of grasses. The frame extended upward, forming a sloping covered roof, protecting the inhabitants from the elements and further dampening any light that they might produce. Through the gaps in the leaves and grasses, Ryl noted the motion of several bodies from within.

      He signaled for Paasek to hold as he crept around the exterior of the structure. Ryl moved with caution, though the sound emanating from within easily eclipsed the quiet padding of his feet. It took little time for Ryl to complete nearly three-quarters of the circuit around the hidden shelter. The structure was compact, yet the size belied the undertaking that had been organized to create it.

      Judging from the time they’d spent tracking the hunters, he guessed that they had covered a little more than half the distance to the western palisade. The western edge of this glade and the wall would still be separated by more than three miles of rolling hills. The work had likely been completed under the cover of darkness. The rope lashing that secured the timbers to the trees was preferable to the noise of hammer and nail, which could likely be heard by the watchful ears of the guards atop the wall.

      Secrecy was aided not only by darkness but the rapidly altering evolution of the kingdom. Eyes had been turned outward from sedate tributes who labored in their pen of stone. The beasts who prowled the wastes of the Outlands posed a far greater threat.

      At the opposite side of the structure, Ryl paused as he noted the first sign of motion from within the trees. He slunk backward, disappearing behind the trunk of a tree as he watched in silence.

      Ahead a clearing had been opened in the grove. Nearly five meters in width and length, it was barely large enough to house the group of horses that had been corralled into it. The agitated mounts, lashed to a crude hitching post along one side, snorted at the unfamiliar bodies who now moved among them. Two men appeared in the clearing; the light from the concealed room clearly illuminated their features.

      Ryl felt the alexen in his veins seethe with fire. His hands squeezed into involuntary fists as the men spoke. One was dressed in the unassuming, plain clothing that Ryl expected from the hunters. The other wore the telltale uniform of the Cadsae Proper guard.

      “I need to be getting back before I’m missed,” the guard muttered. His voice dripped with annoyance. “You get to have all the fun while I walk the walls in the rain.”

      “Ah, quit whining, Kroy,” the second chided as the disguised man safely skirted beyond the mounts. His voice was deep, hoarse and gravelly. “A comfortable, dry bed is in your future. Fear not, there will be plenty more blood to be spilled before this is over.”

      The hunter tossed a small sack to the departing guard. The pouch jingled, ringing with an unmistakable clink of coins.

      “Don’t forget to pay the others,” he added. “Remember, it was their silence that afforded you the opportunity tonight.”

      With a nod and a grin, the first man disappeared into the darkness of the pathway through the woods. The hunter mumbled to himself as he spun back toward the enclosure. As he turned, his gaze swept through the trees, stopping abruptly as it neared Ryl’s position. His body tensed, his arms flexed as if they were primed to draw the sword that rested on his hip. The hunter squinted his eyes, peering into the darkness. What he’d seen, Ryl was unsure.

      With a steadying breath, Ryl focused on the man. He forced a disarming wave of apathy over the alerted hunter. Though his eyes widened for a moment, the alert preparedness drained from his body. He shook his head as he shrugged his shoulders. A moment later he disappeared into the light of their shelter.

      Ryl slipped back into the darkness, rounding to where he’d left Paasek. As he moved stealthily among the trees, he focused on the activity within. The conversations were mundane. Occasional bouts of laughter erupted from the jovial men inside. Their muted celebration of the murders they had just perpetrated was revolting. Ryl felt the contents of his stomach churn.

      From his best guess, there were no more than half a dozen inside. Through the slits in their wall of foliage and grass, he watched as the hunter from the clearing moved the length of the interior room, seating himself close to the edge of the opposite wall. The pack was not something to be shrugged off or taken lightly. Ryl knew that they were all skilled men of arms. Cornered in tight confines, they’d fight with a ruthless, deadly ferocity not to be overlooked.

      That is, to a normal foe.

      Today, they faced judgment for the murders they had perpetrated.

      Ryl sent a calming wave over the phrenic, who remained hidden among the shadows. The act was a formality. His phrenic companion was far too wise not to note his silent approach.

      “I count at least six,” Paasek whispered as Ryl neared. “They cheer the deaths as if it were a trivial matter.”

      “Aye. There is no morality to be found among the hunters,” Ryl growled. “They are the kingdom’s henchmen. They run down the families of the wayward tributes. There is no mercy among their ranks.”

      Paasek shifted, bringing his mighty sword forward, resting it across his lap. “What’s your plan?” he inquired.

      “One departed only a few moments ago,” Ryl added. “He wears the uniform of the Cadsae Proper guard, heading back to patrol the wall. He goes to pay those who allowed him to partake in tonight’s murders.”

      Paasek angled his head lower; a sliver of light from the fire burning inside the chamber sliced across his face. The muscles of his face tightened; his angular, stony features seemed to crystalize. A chilling, deadly determination burned in his eyes.

      Ryl looked up into the blackness of the trees’ canopy overhead.

      “The rain will muffle the sound,” he hissed. “Let’s make this quick.”
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      Ryl moved slowly, weaving his way carefully through the trees and underbrush. His track led him in the opposite direction of his original survey, rounding the rear of where the horses had been tied. He let a wave of calm flow over the startled beasts, stifling their complaints before they raised the alarm. At the edge of the clearing, he paused, his phrenic mindsight tracking the motion of Paasek as he moved into position.

      From where he paused, Ryl was able to gain his first vision inside the interior of the shelter, though it was limited to only a narrow view of a single side. A row of three cots was stretched out along the crude walls, lifted up from the cold ground by short stumps. A table was positioned near the center of the opening; a fire crackled quietly closer to the entrance. Three hunters, engaged in a game of cards, afforded little interest or concern to the happenings outside their secluded shelter. Their security was left to a small spiked barrier extending a few meters from the opening.

      Ryl shook his head at the wholly inadequate design. Little attention had been given to their defenses. They’d encountered no sentries. No traps were hidden among the trees to stagger any potential assault. He knew the hunters to be a confident bunch, relying on their strength, ruthlessness and the weight of the king’s note.

      Ryl had little concern for any of these.

      None would help them now.

      The moving shape of Paasek halted. The phrenic was in position.

      The alexen in his veins churned with anticipation. The overexcited fury rose, drawing out the dark whispers that swelled from within.

      Ryl rose to his full height, stalking out from behind the concealment of the tree. It only took a matter of steps to round the pitiful, barbed line of defenses. He froze when he reached the entryway to the chamber. His right arm hung down at his side, the wind swirling around his tattoos, spiraling around his body. His phrenic cloak rippled out to his side.

      Seven hunters occupied their cramped shelter. A pair lounged on their cots along the previously hidden side of the wall; the others sat around a table, joking amongst them as they carried on with their game. Facing the doorway, it was the hunter who had paid the guard who noted him first. Ryl watched as his eyes swelled. Where only moments earlier, the entrance had stood clear, now the hooded figure materialized from the darkness without.

      The hunter jumped to his feet as his blade ripped from his sheath. Cards spilled across the ground as the table was upended. Several of the others tipped backward in their chairs, a result of the unexpected response.

      “Who are you …” The tone of his deep voice was harsh, dripping with hatred. His words ended with a snapping of branches.

      His face had only an instant to contort with surprise and fear as his body pitched backward, shattering the timber wall at his back. His voice terminated in a wet gurgle.

      The remaining hunters in the chamber scrambled to free their weapons. Those who’d fallen stumbled to regain their footing. Ryl allowed them no time to reorganize.

      Dipping into the speed that flowed through his veins, he spun, latching onto the narrow wall of pikes that guarded the doorway. Dragging the defenses with him, he charged into the enclosure, heaving the spiked frame toward the pair struggling to rise from their cots. As the object left his hands, he released the wind that had swelled around his arm.

      The spikes knifed through the air, catching the pair in the chest. The inadequate defenses proved their undoing as the sharpened pikes punched through the thin leather armor beneath their tunics. The wood and wind carried their lifeless bodies backward, tearing down a section of the makeshift wall with them.

      The movements of the hunters became frantic. The upended soldiers struggled to their feet, grasping to assess the threats at both sides of their hidden enclosure. Their eyes were wide, darting from side to side, working to identify the greater of the threats.

      No matter which danger they chose to address, they were doomed.

      The pair closest to where the unseen hands of Paasek had wrenched his companion through the wall turned to address that abnormality. As they pivoted from the appearance of Ryl, the other phrenic entered the fray. His massive, stony frame exploded through the hole where he’d pulled the initial hunter. The flimsy wooden wall had served its purpose of disguising their actions; however, it provided little protection from assault.

      The barrier exploded in a shower of sticks and leaves as Paasek barreled through. The phrenic growled as he unleashed a mighty blow with his great sword. The two hunters closest to the strike stood little chance of survival. They were afforded no time to counter the dramatic blow. Their bodies were gashed nearly in twain. Blood sprayed across the leafy walls as Paasek’s blade ripped through their thin armor, cutting deep into their flesh. Their bodies had yet to hit the cold earth before he turned his attention on the nearest of the remaining hunters.

      Ryl dashed across the sheltered opening, easily leaping the fire in stride. A look of desperation gripped the face of the hunter in his path. The man grunted as he launched the small blade in his hand in a pitiful attempt at defense. Ryl only needed to dip into the speed in his veins for an instant. Time ground to a disorienting stop. The rotation of the dagger froze, the blade suspended in air.

      Altering his path, Ryl slid a step to the left of the weapon. Without slowing, he plucked the blade out of the air, his right hand squeezing the grip in a reverse hold. A single step later, he released his hold on the speed as he slashed out with the blade. The steel passed through the neck of the hunter, permanently silencing his cry.

      Forever ending his bloodlust.

      The dead man toppled forward, his head a strip of flesh away from being severed from his body. His remains slumped forward, spilling across the upended table.

      The hunters were no more.

      Ryl surveyed the remains of the hidden chamber. Paasek rose to his feet as he finished cleaning his blade on a patch of clean fabric on a deceased hunter’s back. A chill rolled through his body. The devastation they had wrought was complete. Though their crimes had sealed their fate, the soldiers had not stood a chance. The seemingly endless loss of life that surrounded him was appalling.

      Ryl again switched his hold on the weapon in his hand. The blade in his grip felt wrong, somehow tainted. How many innocent lives had the sharpened edges cut tragically short? The dark, unnatural whisper relished the contact with his skin. He grunted as he tossed the blade to the ground. It rotated once before burying itself into the earth.

      “I’m tired of being both judge and executioner,” Ryl hissed.

      Paasek stepped over the body of a hunter, pausing a step away. The phrenic rested his arms on Ryl’s shoulders. His eyes, though full of compassion, bored into him.

      “I’m sorry, Ryl,” Paasek lamented. “The weight you bear is a culmination of ages of sins. Would you have let them live? You know as well as I their allegiances would never have changed. They strike from the shadows, murdering the innocent. They hunt children, slaughtering their families before their eyes. You know the evil they possess better than any.”

      Ryl sighed as he met Paasek’s determined stare.

      “I understand, my friend,” he whispered. “There is much to be done. The change that the kingdom deserves will take time. I vowed to see this through, and I mean to carry it out. Yet I long to be free from the destiny that has fallen on my shoulders. I wish to be rid the weight of responsibility.”

      “That is the curse of the phrenic.” Paasek grinned. “It is an unfair burden thrust upon us without our knowledge or our blessing. To an extent, it is a weight we all bear, to some degree. Know that, while each path we walk is different, you do not walk yours alone.”

      Ryl felt the wave of comfort wash over his body as Paasek rose to his full height.

      “It is something you’ve heard from Andr and others, yet it is something that bears repeating,” he continued. “There are others who are willing to shoulder some of the burden, the responsibility for you. You command their loyalty and have earned their respect. Our place is not to lead. Ours is to right the wrong, to set the kingdom on a path where the presence of alexen is no longer a death sentence. Where phrenics walk free and unmolested throughout Damaris.”

      Ryl knew the truth of his words. Their meanings rang true. He could feel the message resonate through his body. It echoed through the alexen in his veins.

      The balance had yet to be restored.

      There was much to be done.

      Ryl rolled his shoulders as he met Paasek’s gaze with a determined one of his own.

      “I will see this through. To the end,” he promised.

      Ryl’s gaze rolled across the shelter secreted away in the trees. The days it had taken to construct the hideaway had likely numbered many. The shelter had concealed murderers. Its demise would be complete.

      “This safehouse will harbor hunters no more,” he growled. “Let’s tear it to the ground with haste. We have prey to catch.”

      It took but a matter of moments for Ryl and Paasek to undo the efforts that had taken days of secret labor to complete. Had it not been for the need of some sense of subtlety, Ryl would have used the burning blades of the Leaves to raze it to the ground. As it was, some manner of discretion was required. The importance of following the lone hunter outweighed the ease of the blaze.

      The sky overhead had opened up. Rain poured through the opening where the thatched roof had once stood. The torrent of water had washed away the blood before they left the clearing.

      Leaving the grove behind, the darkness of the stormy night was complete. The rain and thick clouds blocked out any light from the moon and stars overhead. Their assault and demolition of the hideout had been accomplished quickly. Ryl guessed that a little less than three miles separated them from the edge of the western palisade. The hunter was on foot. Though he had a head start, his progress was sure to have been sluggish as he fought his way through the downpour.

      Finding his trail in the deluge of the storm was a difficult proposition. Ryl had not followed the hunter as he left the clearing, so even his true direction was unclear.

      “Finding his trail will be impossible, though we at least know the direction of the palisade,” Ryl admitted, pointing toward the west. “We’ll split up here. Move to the south until I’m at the extent of your mindsight; then we’ll sweep toward the wall. Signal if you find him.”

      With a nod, the phrenic pulled at his hood, adjusting it to better shield his face from the driving rain. Ryl followed a step behind as they abandoned the relative cover of the grove. At the edge of the grove they separated, Paasek angled to the south while Ryl continued heading due west.

      The constant beating of the heavy rain had flattened the wild grasses of The Stocks. Ryl slowed his pace as he watched the direction of the glowing signature of his companion. The fields had taken a beating at the hands of the storm; no markings of footsteps could be seen through the darkness and rain. The ground underfoot quickly turned slick, squishing with every footstep.

      With the torrent of the storm, the visibility had been reduced to only a matter of a few meters. Though Ryl held onto a sliver of hope that they could track the hunter, reach him before he was able to reunite with his companions atop the wall, the likelihood was slim. Without knowing the true direction or destination of the hunter, the likelihood of finding him eroded with every drop of rain from the clouds above.

      After a few moments, Ryl noted the directional change of the glowing signature of Paasek in his mindsight. The phrenic, likely reaching the extent of his vision, had begun his cautious progression to the west.

      Ryl maintained a measured pace as he squished through the rain-soaked fields of The Stocks. The phrenic cloak that wrapped his body prevented much of the water from soaking through to his skin, yet it wasn’t completely impervious. He hadn’t progressed more than a half a mile before he too was soaked to the bone.

      The area that they traversed was entirely foreign to Ryl. There was little reason for any tributes to venture to this uninhabited, uncultivated corner of The Stocks. His limited view through the torrential rain was uninspiring. The scenery was an unchanging slurry of water, darkness and mud.

      Though they were only a matter of three miles from the base of the wall, their progress was sluggish at best. Ryl’s feet sank into the waterlogged earth with every step. His thoughts turned to the large, much heavier phrenic, who labored through the mud several hundred meters to his south. At the moment, the elder phrenic likely cursed himself for leaving the comforts of their hidden mountain home.

      The thought was a pleasant, momentary distraction from the misery induced by the foul weather. Ryl shrugged off the discomfort, focusing on the task at hand. The prey they hunted was important. They knew the deadly sentiment was present among the guards. He was a key to connecting those who sought to sow the seeds of distrust. A willing participant who’d worked actively to strike fear into those who were silently sympathetic. Many had likely lived the entirety of their lives without questioning. Even if they had expressed sympathies, it was far more common to have kept their mouths sealed shut.

      A thought not vocalized presented no immediate physical danger.

      The sentiment kept silent had unknowingly aided in sealing the doom for thousands.

      There were few in the newly constructed service of Captain Le’Dral who could be trusted wholeheartedly. Those honorable soldiers, who had been present with the captain, who’d fought and bled in defense of the tributes, were rarely spread amongst the general population. They were consolidated, their force stationed throughout the swelling settlement of Cadsae and the gates.

      Ryl continued trudging across the slippery fields, his eyes scanning the rain-soaked darkness for any sign of the hunter. He frequently checked on the phrenic, tracking his progress to the south. His eyes could make out nothing more than distorted shapes less than a few meters away, yet the signature of Paasek glowed, a brilliant golden orb in his mindsight.

      The aggravation mounted as the distance to the wall decreased. The rain had let up slightly, extending the range of his vision, if only by a few meters. From out of the darkness the black shadow of the wall took him by surprise. The darker shade of the stone loomed through the rain ahead. Ryl felt the sinking feeling in his core as the reality of the situation set in.

      With no true direction to follow, the hunter had likely escaped their grasp.

      He questioned his decision to destroy the hunters’ camp before trailing the soldier. Though it had only taken a matter of a few moments, the delay had cost them.

      Ryl covered the remaining distance to the wall in a few lengthy paces. He slid to a stop at the base of the mighty stone barrier, his hands resting against the slick, cold stone. The signature of Paasek to his south paused as he reached the western palisade as well. At least for the moment, a portion of the swirling rains were blocked by the wall at his side.

      He waited for a few moments, carefully observing the terrain that surrounded him. Looking at the ground he’d crossed to the east, the sweeping plains had continued uninterrupted until they reached the wall. Overhead, the dark line of the palisade was constant. Were it not for the weather, he was sure that the lanterns or torches of the patrolling guards would have been visible. At the very least, the evenly spaced guard towers would have been clearly illuminated.

      What signal the hunter would relay to reach his companions atop the wall was unclear. Ryl resumed his motions as he crept to the south, his eyes maintaining a watch over the landscape before him as well as the pinnacle of the wall to his side. The tumult of the rain had lessened to a degree as the winds had begun to swell. Instead of a constant wall of water, the sheets of rain now assaulted him from all angles as the swirling winds jostled the water in the air.

      As he moved further south, the momentary gaps in the blinding rain gave partial hints of the palisade ahead. Through the brief pauses, the flicker of lights from the guard tower was barely noticeable. The muted glow illuminated the multilevel tower; the light from the vertical slits for windows produced staggered glowing lines in the night.

      Ryl hugged the edge of the wall as he stalked stealthily to the south. Though the faint light from the tower cast no illumination on the ground below, occasional shadows blotted out the slits of light, giving away the movement of the tower’s inhabitants. Over the steady patter of the rain and the whistling of the wind, no sound could be heard from the guards above. Hidden by the shadow, and partially protected by the wall, he paused, waiting for the glowing signature of his companion to approach.

      A hint of motion, a darkened shadow moved. Ryl felt his body tense; the shape came from his left, from the interior of The Stocks. Paasek approached from the south. Ryl crouched slowly, coiling his legs with his weight on the balls of his feet. He sent a focused wave of emotion toward the incoming phrenic. He issued pause and a warning.

      The shadow from the east grew as it approached, though its distorted form was yet still unresolved. The figure was less than five meters away when it abruptly pitched to the earth. The wet slap of its body on the wet ground was overshadowed by the curse that issued from its mouth. The angst dripped from the voice, falling harder than the rain from the clouds above.

      “Don’t pay me enough for this,” the hunter cursed to himself as he slipped and stumbled toward the relative cover of the wall.

      His vision was angled downward; his hands swiped the mud and blades of grass off his waterlogged body. Ryl could have been standing there with the Leaves burning, and the distracted man would likely have ignored his presence. He felt Paasek’s approach as the phrenic stalked ever closer.

      Ryl rose from his crouched position as the darkened shadow of Paasek stopped a few meters from his body. The guard, still muttering obscenities to himself, looked up as he nearly walked straight into Ryl.

      “What the …?” Ryl hardened the woodskin on his arms as he wrapped them around the unexpecting hunter. He twisted the man around, covering his mouth with his encrusted hand. The point of Paasek’s massive great sword seemingly materialized from the storm, pausing a finger’s width from the man’s throat. In the darkness and the rain, the blade seemingly floated in the air, held aloft by invisible hands.

      “I will ask you very simple questions. Answer truthfully and you may yet live. Lie to me or call out for help and rest assured that none above will hear your screams before you die,” Ryl growled. His voice rumbled like the thunder from the raging storm. His tone was as dark as the night and as harsh as it was violent.

      “You know who we are,” Ryl continued. “You’ve likely heard what we are capable of. Trust me, the tales were by no means an exaggeration. Nod your head if you understand me.”

      There was no pause. No need for encouragement. No additional emotion required to illustrate his point. The hunter followed the command without hesitation.

      “Good. Now that we understand each other, tell me how many await your return atop the wall?” Ryl quizzed.

      He removed his hand from the hunter’s lips, curling his elbow around the man’s neck. Ryl hardened the crust of the woodskin to a perceptible bark as he squeezed gently for effect.

      The hunter gulped awkwardly as the arm constricted around his throat.

      “T-Ten,” he stuttered as he choked out the words.

      Ryl let some of the tension in his arm fade.

      “Were all involved? Was the payment to be made for their collective silence?” he grumbled.

      The pause before his response was telling. Ryl never expected the full truth.

      “What? What are you talking about?” the hunter replied.

      Ryl growled as he spun the man around. With one fluid motion he slammed the hunter into the stone of the palisade, lifting his body off the ground. He hardened the woodskin on his arm, forming a solid trunk that propped the helpless hunter aloft. The man wheezed as he fought to regain his breath that had been robbed from his lungs as he hammered into the wall. His legs spasmed and kicked, his feet sliding down the slick wall as they desperately sought hold. He wrapped his hands around Ryl’s wrist, clawing frantically at the grasp. It was a futile attempt. The man tore his fingers to shreds on the thick bark that coated Ryl’s arm.

      After a few moments, he released the sputtering hunter. His arm reverted back to its norm as the man splashed to the mud at his feet. Paasek materialized at his side, the edge of the blade gently meeting the man’s chin, lifting his head upward.

      “Do not play us for fools. We know,” Paasek rumbled. “Your companions in the glade are dead. Your hidden shelter among the trees is destroyed. You will share their fate should you lie to us again.”

      The hunter needed no more convincing. His lips started moving; his worried eyes darted between the shadowed forms of Ryl and Paasek. For a moment they looked beyond them, as if peering into the darkness for confirmation of the threat.

      “They are a squad of ten,” the hunter offered. “I was to switch places with one who was to rejoin the others in the grove.”

      “That’s better,” Ryl added. “Are there more hideouts hidden through The Stocks?”

      The hunter looked away for a brief moment, failing to meet either of their shadowed eyes. That there were more hiding places, Ryl had no doubt. At the moment though, that was of little concern.

      “Tell me, how was it that you were to signal those above?” Ryl inquired.

      The hunter’s eyes strayed from their bodies, his head turning but a hair as the point of the blade pressed against his skin. He attempted to look up and back toward the guard tower to the south.

      “A whistle was to serve as the signal. They lower a rope ladder down just to the north of the tower,” he offered.

      Ryl looked at the phrenic at his side. Paasek nodded his head in silent agreement.

      “Very well. On your feet,” Ryl ordered. Paasek slowly removed the blade from the hunter’s neck. “You’ll be given space. Call them. Call down the ladder. If you signal them otherwise, you’ll die. If you attempt to flee, you’ll die. We do not need your assistance to gain the top of the wall. Warn them of our presence and all will perish as a consequence.”

      Ryl dropped his hand to his back. The sudden rush of excited energy flowed up his left arm as his fingers closed around the wooden handle of a single dormant blade. He withdrew the weapon though the flaming blade remained in slumber. The hunter looked in confusion at the seemingly innocuous stick in Ryl’s hands. It was only a moment before his eyes went wide, fear creeping into the orbs.

      There was no doubt that he had heard the stories of the glowing blades. He’d likely seen firsthand the aftermath of their terrifying power. He nodded his head rapidly in reluctant acceptance. Without a word, Paasek melted away, backing into the darkened cover of the rain. Ryl delayed a moment before he too slowly retreated into the night.

      For a moment, the hunter stood paralyzed with fear. His mind likely churned with a bevy of conflicting thoughts. Could he run? Could he gain access to the wall before the apparitions returned? His blood ran cold, as the truth was singular.

      There would be no escaping their wrath.

      Ryl watched expectantly as the man made his decision. The hunters were a vicious, murderous lot, yet even the most ruthless, when faced with their mortality, would beg for mercy. Attempt to pay for their lives. With a look that signaled utter defeat, the man turned, slowly slogging through the mud to the south.

      The phrenics tracked his lumbering progress from the safety of the shadows. Every few steps, the hunter cast weary glances into the swirling rain and the darkness where the two cloaked warriors had vanished. His eyes traveled from the shadows to the ground along the edge of the wall.

      Minutes went by as they moved sluggishly through the rain. The storm, which had unleashed its fury, had thankfully begun to subside. Abruptly, the hunter stopped, his head angled down toward the ground at the base of the wall. He cast a rapid glance into the darkness, searching for signs of the phrenics through the rain.

      Ryl hammered the hunter with an overwhelming feeling of dread and caution.

      The man shook his head as the forced emotion scrambled his senses. He inclined his head as he pivoted back toward the wall. Bringing his fingers to his lips, he issued a pair of shrill whistles. As he waited in silence for a reply, Ryl could see his nervousness grow. He fidgeted uncomfortably in the rain as he watched the wall above.

      The wait was interminably long. Movement from the tower above signaled the response. A figure blotted out the light of the nearest window. Though just a silhouette, Ryl could make out the head of a man peering out into the darkness. A moment later, light issued from the interior as the door to the guard tower was thrown open. The form of a single guard paused in the entry before dashing out into the rain.

      The guard atop the wall peered into the darkness, craning his neck to see over the crenelations of the wall.

      “Kroy, you’re late,” the guard grumbled from the palisade. “You’d better have our money. We pulled an extra shift due to your delay. It’s gonna cost you. Help yourself up. I’m not waiting for you in this cursed rain.”

      Without another word the guard retreated, disappearing behind the edge of the wall. A moment later he tossed a rope ladder over the top. The guard hurried back inside before the ladder had settled against the side of the stone wall. The door to the guard tower slammed shut, blotting out the light that had illuminated the palisade’s top.

      Ryl darted forward, catching the guard before his hands closed on the wooden handles of the rope ladder. He hardened the woodskin over his left hand, catching the hunter in the temple with a closed fist. He struck hard enough to knock the hunter unconscious, not kill him.

      This man would live to pay for his crimes. At the moment, Ryl would not be his executioner.

      Paasek sidled up beside Ryl as he searched the unconscious body of the hunter. He fished through the man’s pockets, easily collecting the small pouch of gold. Payment for the lives that had been stolen.

      He squeezed the coins in one hand, motioning to the phrenic at his side.

      “They expect payment above.” Ryl’s words were harsh. He failed to stifle the darkness that whispered from within. “Bring him along. Let him face the same consequences as his peers.”

      Paasek dragged the limp body from the soaked earth. With one easy motion, he tossed the unmoving hunter over his shoulder. The added weight would be no extra burden to his impressive strength.

      Ryl wasted no time scaling the slick ladder before him. The ropes stretched as his weight pulled upon their knots; his hands squeezed tight, struggling for purchase on the rain-soaked handles.

      With no weight to inhibit his climb, it was only a matter of moments before Ryl’s head crested the top of the stone wall. He scoured the palisade in both directions, rapidly confirming that the peak was clear of patrols in either direction. To his right, to the north, the darkness and rain shielded the view of any motion. The lights from the distant guard tower, scarcely a mile to the north, were not visible from his location. To his south, even the tower that loomed a few meters away was devoid of motion. The guards, likely products of the kingdom, not Le’Dral’s men, showed little interest in duty.

      There was no coordinated patrol from within. None stood watch as their superiors had commanded. The muffled noise of laughter sounded from inside the tower, though its notes were disfigured by the thrumming of the still steady rain.

      Ryl felt the snarl pull up on his lips, and the animosity bubbled up from his core. He pulled himself upward, slipping soundlessly over the top of the wall. Pools of water spread out, covering much of the stone walking surface. The excess streamed from the slightly pitched walkway, pouring out in small waterfalls from the outer edge of the palisade.

      The loyalties of the guards who had volunteered to remain under Le’Dral’s command had been in question from the start. Though some likely had remained in defense of Ryl’s cause, many, if not most, had likely been coerced by a higher purpose. Their loyalty to a specific house or the kingdom was unknown. Their unwillingness to see clear atrocities as a wrong was damning. Those who questioned the hypocrisy of ages after facts were illuminated risked sealing their fate.

      Ryl removed a single dormant blade from behind his back. The disconcerting hint of blackness whispered from within, dwarfing the accustomed excitement that resulted from contact with the legendary blades. His other hand closed on the handle of the door.

      The sudden grip on his shoulder distracted him from his advance. Ryl turned his head to see the hulking frame of Paasek looming behind. Over his shoulder, he still carried the body of the unconscious hunter.

      “I feel the darkness that drives you onward, my friend,” the elder phrenic whispered. His voice was heavily laden with emotion. His words dripped with a covalent mercy that surged through Ryl’s core. “They will pay for their sins. Let us not be their inquisitors, judges and executioners.”

      A wave of calm crashed over Ryl. There was no subtlety in its approach. It was forceful, potent, driven out of necessity, not convenience.

      Ryl released a steady breath; the pent-up tension flowed from his mouth. The strength of the darkened call from within was alarming, as was the increasing frequency. The inner turmoil roiled through his body. The alexen stormed through his veins, battling to contain the darkness that had only recently taken residence. It was a war for control.

      Control of his mind and body.

      It seemed that every momentary lapse of concentration was cause for alarm. Cracks in his learned emotional control threatened drastic consequences. Ryl turned his head to the phrenic at his side.

      “Aye, my friend. I understand,” he whispered over the rain. “It is a battle that rages uninhibited. The tides shift by the moment. I feel less in control than when the alexen first revealed its power.”

      Paasek was silent for a moment as he considered the words.

      “Perhaps that is why the Erlyn has beckoned for your return,” Paasek pondered. His voice hardened as he continued. “Let us not keep her waiting. The delay, though worthwhile, is a delay nonetheless.”

      Ryl nodded at his companion. He stalked along the side of the guard tower, stopping just before the vertical slit of an opening. With a rapid, cautious glance, Ryl surveyed the interior of the chamber.

      The guard tower was built for purpose, not for comfort. The floor was sparsely furnished; a heavy wooden table and chairs dominated the center of the room. Racks of weapons lined the walls. They bristled with a variety of swords and spears. A stand with bows stood separate; quivers packed with arrows were hung from pegs along the wall. Cut into the opposite wall was a single small hearth containing a meager fire that provided light and heat for the small chamber. The heavy door on that side remained closed; a thick wooden bar prevented easy access from the adjacent walkway of the western palisade.

      A group of ten sat around the table in the center of the room. They were engaged in conversation, food and drink. Several bottles of wine were open, passed liberally around the table. The dereliction of duty was appalling. Though Ryl could sense none of the telltale signs of the Horde massing outside the walls, the guards inside had not the skill. Keen eyesight and senses would be needed. Inhibited by drink, they likely no longer possessed either.

      “Think someone should help him?” one of the group gathered around the table queried. Ryl ducked back behind the opening of the window as the man motioned in his direction. “He might be tired after his swim.”

      “Let him haul his own waterlogged body up that ladder,” another chided to the laughter of the others. “I’ll stay here where it’s warm. And dry.”

      Ryl backed away, motioning to the phrenic at his side.

      “It’s long past time we pay his companions a visit,” Ryl hissed. “Let him be reunited. Hold him up in front of the door. Let them share in his discomfort.”

      Ryl moved to the right side of the door while Paasek unslung the unconscious hunter from over his shoulder. With his right hand he held the limp body aloft as Ryl pushed the door open with the tip of his dormant weapon.

      The door swung open, striking the wall behind it with a sharp report of wood on stone. The merriment inside ceased at the sound. The men stared with open mouths at the appearance of their drenched companion. Perhaps some noted that water dripped freely from his feet suspended a few finger widths from the floor.

      Ryl let the wind swell around his right arm, the gale quickly whistling as it begged for release. The mounting energy of the alexen caught the rain in the air with it, whipping it around his body. Paasek let the unconscious hunter’s body fall to the stone floor. Hidden in the darkness, Ryl stepped into the opening of the door, releasing the storm that had brewed around his arm. The blast of cold air and rain lanced through the center of the room, clearing much of the table’s contents before striking the withered fire behind it.

      With a hiss of steam and a scattering of sparks, the flames were snuffed out. The guards inside coughed as the puff of caustic smoke stung their eyes and burned their throats. The chill was quick to set in.

      Ryl stepped over the guard, stalking silently into the chamber, unnoticed in the commotion. Once he cleared the threshold, he let the serrated glowing blades spring to life. The brilliant green light and fire of the Leaves exploded throughout the room. The chill from the sudden wind vanished, replaced by the scorching heat.

      The hunters quieted once more. Many shielded their eyes from the blinding light. Behind Ryl, the doorway filled with the massive frame of an ominously cloaked figure.

      The grin on his lips was chilling.

      “Fear not,” Ryl growled. “All will share some of your companions’ discomfort.”
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      Panic was the best word to catalogue the fervent activity that descended on the guard tower. The ill-prepared soldiers toppled over one another as they scrambled to their feet. All but two tossed compatriots aside as they sought escape by any means necessary.

      They had all heard the stories of the mysterious cloaked warriors.

      Exaggerated tales were something altogether different from experiencing the glowing blades firsthand. The air around Ryl distorted, rippling with heat from the burning blades.

      Ryl prepared himself to meet the pair that charged him. They screamed as they urged their comrades in arms to join the fray. Strength in numbers was a fallacy in close quarters. They anticipated that the crush of ten men would easily overpower the pair of soaked warriors in the doorway.

      They realized too late the folly of their assumption.

      The closest guard leading the attack primed his sword arm for a strike at Ryl. The second soldier, only a step behind, risked a glance at the reinforcements at his rear. His eyes went wide as the realization set in. There were none following their lead. The aggression blanched from his eyes, replaced by a look of crippling fear.

      In the span of a stride, he attempted to switch his offensive approach to a defensive posture. With a whimper of a warning, he lost his footing as he sought to alter his pace on slick stone. His feet flew out in front of him; his back struck the stone, his body careening uncontrolled toward Paasek. The sword slipped from his hands, skipping harmlessly into the wall.

      Ryl’s focus reverted to the lone warrior charging his position. The blade in his hand was now knifing through the air, intent on cutting him down with a single strike. For an instant, Ryl teetered again on the verge of the blackness that bubbled up from within. The distance between the two of them was close to a meter.

      Dipping into a trace of the speed in his veins, Ryl let his control of the glowing blade falter. The brilliant green light that filled the room flashed for an instant before plunging the chamber into darkness. He sidestepped the incoming charge, hopping to his right. At the same time he dropped to a knee, chopping out with the dormant blade at the legs of his attacker.

      The guard shrieked, a combination of panic and pain as his legs were cut out from under him. There was a sickening crunching sound as he collided with the heavy door that still stood ajar. The sound rattled over the frantic commotion at the opposite side of the room.

      Ryl again let the blade in his left hand flare to life.

      “Hold,” he called. His voice boomed through the simple chamber, laden with a heavy dose of compliance. The group of guards, squabbling over themselves to access the solitary wooden ladder to the upper levels, were slow to freeze, yet complied without the need for further bloodshed.

      There was a groan from behind his left shoulder. Ryl turned his head to note the heavy foot of Paasek planted squarely on the chest of the hunter who’d lost his footing. The second, whose legs he’d upended, remained motionless on the ground. Only the subtle rise and fall of his chest signaled that he still lived.

      It only took a moment to observe the group that had now huddled together around the ladder. These were not hunters. These were not the bloodthirsty killers who made a living pursuing wayward children and their families. To a man, all looked young, still green, their skin unmarred by the scars of battle or in some cases the ravages of age. Likely all that remained here were trusted members of one or another of the noble houses. Though it wasn’t personally their blades who’d spilled the blood among the fields on The Stocks, they were complicit. They were culpable for the actions that had occurred.

      They would live to see another day. Though in the end some might have likely preferred a swift death at the hands of the phrenics. Le’Dral would ply them for information. Judging by the nervousness he witnessed written across many of their faces, they would divulge much without severe prodding.

      “Drop your weapons,” Ryl commanded, pointing his burning blade toward the ground to the left of their group. The echo of the words had yet to finish rebounding off the stone walls of the interior before the clatter and ringing of the discarded blades resounded.

      “Are there others here?” Ryl growled as his eyes surveyed the opening into the upper level of the tower.

      The shaking of their heads was a definitive response. Nearly as much as the shaking of their nervous bodies, though they worked to disguise the latter.

      Ryl stalked across the darkened room, reaching the remnants of the fire in a few steps. The glowing blade cast distorted ever-changing shadows across the room as he padded stealthily through the interior. As he dipped the blade into the hearth, the wood flared with green fire before reverting to a calming orange glow.

      “Paasek, we need to secure our friends here,” Ryl added. “We wouldn’t want them escaping into the night.”

      From the other side of the room, the phrenic nodded. A disturbing grin spread across the stony features of his face.

      If there had been a will to fight left among the guards, it blanched as the first of their force was secured. Paasek pointed his great sword across the room, singling out the unlucky guard at the edge of their cluster.

      “You,” was the only command the hulking phrenic issued. His voice dripped with malevolence. His figure, lit by the flickering green and orange lights of the fire and burning blade, was imposing. It was terrifying. The healthy dose of dread that flowed from his core, washing over the guards, no doubt added to his ominous posture. Compliance was understood and unquestioned.

      The trembling guard wobbled toward the phrenic as if pushed by a force beyond his control. Paasek grabbed the young man as he closed within an arm’s width, pulling his body toward him. He spun the guard, planting his back against the stone wall. He gasped in response to the sudden forceful affront.

      There was sudden commotion among his companions. A few voiced halfhearted complaints while the mass of guards inched forward with the confidence born of a sense of collective self-preservation.

      Ryl lashed out with his left hand, the glowing green blade pausing less than a meter before the group. The momentary bravado faded, burned away by the threat and rippling heat of the translucent flaming weapon.

      “You’re being offered a chance to survive this night,” Ryl snapped. “Another move and the deal is off. Do not test my compassion.”

      He glared at the group of guards. None moved.

      Paasek continued undeterred by the commotion at his rear. With his left hand he pressed the frightened guard against the stone wall of the tower. Ryl knew the strength of the phrenic. Had the guard chosen the unwise decision to rebel against the constraints, there was likely nothing he could have done to break free. Paasek’s tattooed left arm, hanging down along his side, flexed; the stonelike marking solidified with the normally innate action. The images tattooed in his skin were strikingly detailed. Ryl had taken moments, brief interludes when they were together, to study the markings. To most naked eyes, they could easily be confused with stone, yet now even Ryl gasped at the alteration.

      The elder phrenic hammered his arm into the stone wall to the side of the constrained guard. Ryl braced for the impact as his skin met the rock. Surprisingly, no sound emanated from the contact. Paasek’s hand seemed to pass into the stone as if it were liquid. His great shoulders rose as he sucked in a deep breath. As he exhaled, the wall moved with him.

      Around the sides of the guard’s body, the stone trembled, rippling like the disturbance of rapid, tiny vibrations in water. Paasek grunted as the rock stretched from the wall in thin sheets at the guards wrists and ankles. The stone, as wide as a finger, wrapped around the captive’s wrists and legs before again meeting with the wall. There it merged, tightening to form shackles of stone.

      Once the process was complete, Paasek took a step back, observing his handiwork. The guard, who’d moments ago been pinned to the wall by the strength of the phrenic, was now sealed against the stone. The color had departed his face. The alabaster of his skin seemed to glow in the dim light of the chamber. The phrenic turned to Ryl, meeting his gaze. The hint of amusement that flashed across his face was obvious to the phrenic.

      “Who’s next?” Paasek growled as he returned his attention to the group.

      It was no surprise that none volunteered.

      The process of binding the guards was done in short order. The terrified, but compliant soldiers were secured to the interior walls of the tower by shackles pulled from the stone. Ryl examined several of them as Paasek worked, marveling at the wonders of the alexen. In texture, the stone was much like the remainder of its host, though slightly smoother. Its design matched in color, yet the patterns were elongated as the material stretched from one location to the next. By the time the last of the restraints were complete, all eleven guards were secured, spread out around the interior of the room. Their bodies were sealed to the walls by strips of solid stone.

      With the guards immobilized, Ryl and Paasek ascended the ladder to the upper level of the tower. Though the guards had repeatedly denied the presence of others, they proceeded with caution. The room above was far more cramped than the chamber below. A row of bunks inhabited the walls between the vertical windows. A single small table with chairs sat in the center of the room. One lantern hung from the wall, suspended by a wooden peg alongside another ladder leading to a wooden door in the ceiling. It only required momentary inspection to determine that the soldiers below had been truthful. None awaited them above.

      Though outside, the rain had let up considerably, drops of water splashed to the floor. Ryl ascended the ladder, forcing the swollen wood door ajar. He shivered as the chill from the rain and night air stabbed through him. He’d grown accustomed to the temperature inside, heated by the small fire, the burning blade of the Leaves and the accumulation of bodies.

      Ryl pulled himself up to the waterlogged pinnacle of the tower. His gaze swept in a rapid, yet careful observation of the terrain surrounding the wall. The view from atop the lookout was bland. Even in the light of day it would have been nothing spectacular. He’d spent in excess of a moon watching the world pass by from a tower much like this, only miles to the south. All that could be seen now were the thin strips of light emanating from the closest stations spaced along the western palisade to the north and south.

      Paasek’s feet splashed through a puddle collecting on the roof as he approached Ryl’s position.

      “The alexen never ceases to amaze me. I’ve been alive more cycles than most, and I’m still in awe of the wonders it can produce.” The phrenic examined his right hand with unrestrained wonder. The rigid crystalline appearance that had coated his arm had reverted to its natural detailed state. “I must admit that I’ve never tested my control in such a way.”

      “How sturdy are their bonds?” Ryl inquired.

      “Honestly, I’ve no idea.” The phrenic issued a single note of a chuckle.

      Ryl shook his head as he turned to the raised signal fire in the center of the roof. “I’m not quite sure how to tell them to bring a hammer, but I’ll try.” Ryl grinned at the elder phrenic as he moved toward the southern edge of the tower. Paasek retreated a step back as he removed both of the burning blades from the holsters on his back.

      The night sky erupted with an explosion of brilliant green fire as the blades flashed to life. Ryl held the blades aloft for a moment as the wind swelled around his right arm. With a wide stroke, an arc of green fire painted the night. Propelled by the wind, the light lanced into the sky, sizzling out after a few dozen meters.

      The signal fires to the south flashed to life in rapid succession.
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      Ryl and Paasek remained aloft for a few moments, returning to the lower level as the thunder of footsteps sounded from the palisade. Torches flickered in the night, heralding the approach of a party from the south. A second group, though further away, closed on their location from the north.

      The phrenics waited outside again to greet the first party to respond. They stood side by side, a step in front of the door to the interior. With the uncertain loyalties of those who would be first to heed their call, a measure of discretion was required.

      The pounding of heavy boots on the stone crescendoed as the responding party materialized from the darkness and drizzle to the south. A group of ten, dressed in the drab, telltale apparel of the Cadsae Proper guard, slowed as they noted the presence of the pair of phrenics. Ryl folded his arms behind his back, his left hand closing on the handle of the Leaves. There was no telling the motivation of those who approached. They hastened to their companions’ support either out of duty or paranoia.

      Ryl breathed a sigh of relief as the faces of the approaching party resolved. There were several among the group whom he recognized, though he regretted the names of all he did not know. Thankfully, the man in the lead was familiar to him.

      Edros was taller and thinner than the average soldier, yet he possessed agility and quick wit. His youthful appearance was a poor indication of his experience, having worked his way quickly through the ranks, earning the trust of the captain and his staff. Le’Dral’s guards stuck together by order and out of necessity. Their numbers had been bolstered from the original group who defended the tributes, yet those who openly shared their same sentiment were vastly outnumbered. Having thrown their lots in with the captain, their loyalties were likely assured.

      The rest, however, that was unsure.

      “What’s the matter, sir?” Edros gasped. He worked diligently to cover his winded, rapid breaths. Though Le’Dral required those under his command to maintain a certain level of fitness, the sprint through the night at the sight of the fire had likely been taxing.

      “You have my thanks, Edros, for arriving so quickly,” Ryl stated honestly. The arrival of a contingent of trusted soldiers would dramatically speed the handoff of their secured cargo, allowing them to continue on to their destination. Though the detour was necessary, the thought of further delays was frustrating. His time allotted in the Erlyn was short as it was. In less than two weeks their response was due to the council that now ruled over Leremont.

      He was loath to miss the departure of Fay and his troops.

      “A message needs to be delivered to Le’Dral,” Ryl added. “Your trust has been earned. It has been tested and proven. That’s not the case with all, unfortunately.”

      Ryl planted his foot on the door behind him, pushing it open to reveal the prison within.

      A collective gasp rose from the newly arrived contingent. Edros’s eyes widened; with effort he closed his mouth, which had inadvertently fallen open.

      “What did they do?” he gasped.

      “The waystation north of Thayers Rest was raided. There we found nothing but the corpses of the guards … and the civilians,” Ryl recounted the night’s discoveries. “We trailed the hunters through the night. They had constructed a shelter hidden in a grove a few miles from the western palisade. We followed one to the tower, returning here to his shift. He carried with him payment for this lot’s silence. What hand they played will be up to the captain to discover.”

      The anger that swelled within Edros took physical form as it reached his face. His lips curled into a snarl; his cheeks flushed red. He peered into the flickering light of the dimly lit chamber. The pale, hollow faces of the prisoners there turned from his withering gaze.

      “They look green, though I recognize a few faces among their number,” he acknowledged. “Lesser-ranking children of some larger houses, if I’m not mistaken. Perhaps Deraly and Sarnic. Likely they developed a newfound sense of purpose now that they are their families’ eyes on their investments.”

      Though his opinions of the tributes were clear to Ryl, the spite that flavored his final word was vehement. There was no disguising the truth of his feelings. He reached out, laying his hand on Edros’s shoulder.

      “You have earned your loyalty, my friend. You’ve earned my respect,” he added.

      The guard took a step back, nodding subtly to Ryl and Paasek.

      “Le’Dral’s likely sent runners along the wall,” Ryl mused. “The message won’t reach him and return with a force large enough to transport and protect this lot until well after noon tomorrow. We don’t have the luxury of that much time, I’m afraid.”

      Ryl exchanged a rapid glance with the phrenic at his side. The understanding passed between them. Paasek nodded in agreement.

      “There are runners coming from the north,” Ryl added. “They should be here shortly. Pull the entirety of your patrol inside. Lock the doors and don’t answer to any you don’t explicitly trust.”

      “Understood, sir,” Edros replied. “I have no doubt that we can hold the tower, yet that will delay the message to the captain.

      “That is why we’ll be taking a volunteer with us,” Ryl added. “The hive the hunters made a nest in is less than three miles to the east. There are horses there. The ride to Cadsae will be much shorter and wearying than a run, don’t you think? Likely Le’Dral will have sent a mounted patrol in any case.”

      After a brief discussion, the patrol moved into the cramped interior of the tower’s lower level. The eyes of those secured to the walls cautiously scanned the newcomers, yet none pleaded for help. It wasn’t the introduction of the guards they feared. Their worried eyes never moved far from the phrenics.

      Ryl was pleased that Edros had volunteered to return to the captain with the news of the eventful night. Soon after securing the southern door, the report of a heavy knock sounded from the northern door. The patrol from the north had arrived. Ryl shuffled to the side, using his frame to block the thin defensive window. Holding a torch out in front for light, a face appeared through the frame a moment later.

      The guard was unknown to Ryl, though that in itself was not uncommon or unnatural.

      “We came as soon as the signal was lit,” the newcomer said. He was panting from the hasty approach. “Is everything alright?”

      His eyes attempted to look beyond Ryl, though he hesitated to crane his head to see past the darkened silhouette of the phrenic. Paasek sidled up behind Ryl, disguising the entirety of the chamber within. The man seemed nervous; his three companions behind him moved uncomfortably in the remains of the storm.

      “Aye, all is well,” Ryl answered. “The patrol from the south has just arrived. There have been hints of motion in the shadows to the west. Though I’ve yet to see them materialize, I can sense them out there. Return to your post. Vigilance is needed now.”

      Ryl colored his words with a profound sense of urgency. He watched the fear and the concern blossom across the faces of the guards. With a lazy salute, they peeled off, running back to the north. For a moment, he felt a twinge of remorse, a nagging regret for the deception. This night would prove a harrowing experience for them. In every shadow, they and their companions would see an approaching demon. Every rustle of the leaves in the wind would raise an alarm.

      Though he harbored a feeling of suspicion as to their motives. They would not face the test of loyalty tonight. Their shadowy figures had already disappeared into the darkness of the night. Only the rhythmic bobbing of the torches signaled their retreat.

      “Edros, we must go,” Ryl ordered.

      The soldier nodded before motioning to his companions who’d taken up stations around the room.

      “Eshlem, you’re in charge,” he ordered. “The doors stay locked until word from Le’Dral arrives.”

      With the necessary changing of command quickly settled, the phrenics and their newest companion exited through the northern doorway. The receding torches were little more than pinpoints of light in the night to the north.

      Paasek unrolled the rope ladder, tossing it over the edge of the palisade. It hung in the darkened night sky for a moment before slapping against the edge of the stone wall. Without hesitation he swung his leg over the railing; moments later his head disappeared below the railing. The guard followed closely behind, though his hesitation was more profound.

      “Store the ladder once we’ve reached the ground. Keep the doors locked. Instructions from Le’Dral will come soon,” Ryl explained. “Feel free to send a runner to the towers to the north once reinforcements arrive, informing them that the threat was exaggerated. They’ll have suffered enough.”

      “Aye, sir,” came the reply from the guard, though it was apparent there was more on his mind.

      Ryl moved to the rope ladder, quickly swinging over the top.

      A moment before his head disappeared, Eshlem called out, “Sir, how are we to release them from their shackles?” His question, though logical, was asked with an undeniable sense of worry.

      Ryl paused as he looked back at the guard.

      “There are no locks, no opening for those shackles, I’m afraid. My first inkling would be a hammer,” he offered. “If that doesn’t work …”

      He shrugged his shoulders, disappearing as he continued down the ladder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The pervasive rain that had plagued the air for most of the evening thankfully ceased as they made their return across the soggy terrain of The Stocks. Between the rolling hills, small rivulets of water formed, creating narrow streams. The trio splashed through them as they hastened toward the east.

      Ryl took the lead, measuring his pace so that Edros wouldn’t falter as they crossed the miles to where they had left their horses. He hoped that the mounts remained where they had been tethered. There was no telling how many hunters lingered, concealed within The Stocks. He was anxious to collect the beasts before the deaths of their riders was discovered.  A conscious effort was required to temper his pace. In the clearing weather, he and Paasek could have covered the distance quickly, yet there would be little point leaving the guard behind. As it was, the soldier maintained a pace only slightly slower than a sprint.

      Only a few miles remained; he’d have ample time to recuperate during his ride to Cadsae.

      Though they move with speed, Ryl was persistent with his scans of the surrounding area. His heightened senses illustrated more details through the darkness of the waning night. Visibility had been atrocious on the way to the palisade, courtesy of the driving rain; now, the thick churning clouds of the storm had shifted further north and west. The sky above sparkled with the light of the stars. To the east, the utter blackness of the sky had begun to transition. Hints of deep purple colored the horizon, foretelling the coming of dawn, though it was yet hours away.

      They slowed when the darkened mass of the forest neared—the black shadow dominated the skyline ahead. Ryl paused; Paasek and the guard slowed alongside. The phrenics’ breath came in regular, measured intervals. They showed little signs of strain as a result of the exertion.

      The same could not be said for Edros. He had done admirably keeping pace with the seemingly tireless, cloaked warriors. He sucked in breath after breath, his hands planted securely on his knees. Ryl grinned, patting the weary man on his back. For his part, he’d proven himself this night. He earned more respect in the eyes of the phrenic.

      “Wait here,” Ryl whispered. “I’ll make sure the horses remain undisturbed.”

      Without waiting for response, Ryl stalked into the night, disappearing into the gloom of the grove. All was blissfully quiet under the trees, though the air was thick with the metallic tint of blood. Nothing moved beneath the trees.

      Sneaking silently through the underbrush from the west, he quickly located the horses. The beasts nickered in protest as their finely tuned ears picked up the sound of his approach. Easily settling them with a wave of calming emotion, he unhitched the lot, leading them from beneath the grove. The wreckage of the hunters’ shelter remained as they had left it, though the rain had turned the blood-soaked ground into a slurry of mud and gore.

      Paasek and Edros approached rapidly when Ryl cleared the trees.

      “We’ll lead this lot back to the waystation and hold them in the stable there. If you’re comfortable, lead them with you to Cadsae. Don’t forsake speed for their company,” Ryl ordered the guard, who deftly took hold of a pair of horses.

      “Aye, they look well trained,” he replied as he stroked the muzzle of the closest mare. The mount blew out a breath of resignation as she resigned to the foreign touch. “If they prove to be feistier than I can handle, I’ll leave them at the waystation. Lieutenant Moyan and the cavalry will round them up.”

      Ryl nodded as he assisted, lashing the remaining beasts together into a loose line, retaining a pair for himself and Paasek. Edros looked at home atop the mount. Ryl had little concern for his control over the group.

      “We’ll ride with you to the waystation, then part ways there.” Ryl urged his mount into a slow walk. For a moment he considered using his emotions to wrest control of the other horses, yet held back, hoping that the guard would be able to accomplish the feat without assistance.

      “You make for the Erlyn, correct?” Edros queried.

      “Aye, that we do,” Ryl replied. “We’re long overdue.”

      Without further fanfare, the column began its cautious course to the east. They angled around the edge of the glade; the dense clump of trees was smaller than it had seemed when Ryl had explored it earlier that evening. He urged his mount to the front of the line, leading the troop eastward.

      The miles passed quickly. The night had grown still with the passing of the storm; the wet sucking sounds of the hooves in the mud and the splashes as they crossed the scattered pools of water echoed through the night. They moved as cautiously as they could, yet Ryl remained on guard. His senses were in a heightened state of alert. The noise of their travel could likely be heard for miles.

      It wasn’t long before the dim lights from the interior of the waystation flickered into view. The sliver of illumination gleamed, then disappeared as they climbed and descended the rolling hills of The Stocks. Ryl steered their mounts into the narrow alley between the crops as they reached the edge of the fields.

      The waystation remained as they had left it; their horses grazed undisturbed in the small stable to the south. The pair picked up their heads, angling their ears, eying their approach with cautious eyes. With no threats in sight, Ryl led the column through the field, crossing the main road to the stable.

      Though Edros was confident and comfortable with the horses, he left the rest in the stable while Ryl and Paasek retrieved their original mounts.

      “Ride well, my friend,” Ryl offered as Edros made to depart. “Please implore Captain Le’Dral to send a patrol to check the groves scattered throughout The Stocks. Though we destroyed the camp we found, I’d be more surprised if there weren’t more who skulk in the shadows. The remains of the guards and civilians here will need tending to. Be wary. Stop for no one until you reach the captain.”

      “Aye, Ryl,” the guard acknowledged as he spurred his horse, merging with the smooth main road. It was a moment before he disappeared into the darkness. Only the receding sounds of hooves on the road signaled his retreat.

      Ryl and Paasek were quick to depart from the wreckage of the waystation. The grim task at hand would fall to others. His stomach churned at the thought. They had spent the better part of a week attempting to clean the wreckage of Cadsae Proper. The images of the carnage were permanently scarred into his mind.

      He shook the thoughts from his head. The air against his face was crisp as their horses picked up speed. Neither of the phrenics had fully dried from the heavy rain, yet the warmth of the cloaks seemed to retain a measure of heat from their bodies, trapping it close to their skin.

      To the east, the sky continued its tepid brightening. Morning was yet hours away though a growing gradient of color stretched out along the horizon, slowly pushing at the darkness of the night.

      “Let’s push onward to the camp at Stillwater,” Ryl called to the phrenic trotting along at his side. “We can rest for a spell, then carry on to the woods.”

      Paasek nodded his approval. He was likely as tired as Ryl. The night had been eventful, and the rest, even brief, would be welcome.

      Ryl longed to see his friends. He found that his excitement over the possibilities of their newly discovered powers was intriguing. The uncertainty of young Faya’s message was troubling. Though he trusted her interpretation, the secrecy caused a measure of consternation. Her vision could spell a change in their fortune or grave tidings.

      The uncertainty would eat away at him.

      With clear skies, the light from the moon and stars above provided ample illumination for easy travel. The road snaked along the gently curving river, passing field after field. Few remained fallow; the majority had been carefully sown. The normally sluggish flow of the river had increased with the storm. Water had risen; in places it encroached on the edge of the roadway.

      The horses made good time; it wasn’t long before they exited the main road, angling toward the lakeside settlement. Reflections of the stars and moon above shone clear on the still water that impacted its name on the settlement. The surface was that of a mirror stretching off to the east, sparkling in the night.

      With hours remaining before the rise of the sun, all was still in the camp though the memories brought to life a flurry of action. It was here a little over one cycle earlier that they’d been ambushed and poisoned by the assassins sent by Master Delsith. The common house had been razed to the ground. Even in the darkness, Ryl could see that Le’Dral had been true to his word.

      The structure was notably more sound than the run-down shack that had previously occupied the same footprint. A flickering, diffused light spilled from the windows that flanked either side of the main doorway. The previous structure, cobbled together and maintained with whatever supplies they could find, had had its fair share of substantial gaps and cracks. The chill from the outside found easy access as light and heat leaked into the world around them.

      The pair angled to the guard shack that stood between the common house and the road. With the migration and harvest of the fish still moons away, the settlement was sparsely populated; whatever guards accompanied the civilians would likely share the spacious confines and warmth of the common house.

      As he expected, the guard station was vacant. They tied their horses to the hitching post and carefully entered the structure. There was no space for anyone to hide in the single room. Their desire for sleep was great, though they understood their time was limited. Locking the door and barring the windows, it was moments before they were both asleep.

      What seemed like little more than a blink of the eye, Ryl was awake. Light streamed in from under the gap in the doorway, its low angle stretching out across the floor. He swung his feet over the side of the bed, resting them on the floor while he rubbed the remnants of sleep from his eyes. Paasek, alerted by his motion, stirred.

      “The hour is still early.” Ryl yawned, though his body felt hale and well rested. His clothes had yet to dry completely; a lingering dampness remained. He longed for the sun to burn away the final moisture that clung as a reminder of the passing storm. “We should reach the Erlyn by early afternoon.”

      In both directions the road was deserted. The full sun hung low in the sky to the east. The burning orb had just cleared the top of the eastern palisade, its direct rays rapidly evaporating the chill of the moisture. They gave their eager mounts their head, quickly eating up the miles between them and their destination. The line of green that stretched across the base of the mountains to the north beckoned them onward with all due speed.

      Featureless from this distance, more of a silhouette against the backdrop of the mountains, he could feel the eyes of the statue of Taben the Defender watching as they approached.

      Signs of activity increased as the day progressed. Groups of men and women worked the fields, turning the soil and sowing the seeds. Though they had labored endlessly, the amount of ground the tributes could work was finite. Stretched as they were, there was a concrete line between what was and wasn’t tenable. A concept even their cruel, heartless masters had seemed to grasp to an extent.

      With the influx of newly disposed citizens and the need for increased production, far more land was required. Ryl spied several new constructs, small buildings out in the fields. These tiny camps had arisen out of necessity, allowing the workers easy access to their assigned duties.

      Every step forward brought the looming trees of the forest closer.

      A few miles south of the orchard, Ryl and Paasek passed the first armed contingent. They gave the mounted soldiers a wide berth until their identities were confirmed. The riders of the cavalry were familiar to them, having been a part of Moyan’s group who had protected the tributes on their harrowing flight to the woods.

      Ryl gave a report of the night’s activity, gladdened to hear that similar occurrences had not taken place at Tabenville. With the lighting of the signal fires the night before, the squad was on heightened alert. Reports from the outlying settlements had yet to be received. After a brief pause, they parted ways.

      The anxious energy that had been swelling in him grew as the great boughs of the forest loomed in the distance. The call of the Erlyn was clear; from this distance he felt the definitive pull as she urged him forward. Though her call contained an urgency, the concern was thankfully absent.

      The orchard passed to their left as they renewed their approach. Ryl scanned the trees that he had labored and recovered in for moons. It was there that the early grasp of the powers that were hidden in his veins had come to light. The orchard had been his training ground as he sought to find some measure of control over his budding skills.

      Ahead, the yawning, shadowed maw of the Erlyn stretched into the sky. Ryl felt the warmth of the alexen grow as they approached. His mindsight snapped into view unbeckoned. The unmistakable signature of a phrenic waited just inside the darkness of the trees. A second, lighter yet potent glow resonated along its side.

      They slowed their horses as the distance closed to twenty meters. Though their approach had clearly been noted, Ryl focused, sending a wave of relief toward the gap in the trees. The echoed response of welcome followed within a moment, like the returning echo of a call. A figure broke from the mouth of the forest into the warmth of the midday sun.

      With carefree strides, the youngster loped into the open, her arms spread outward as she ran. Ryl grinned, though he failed to match the exuberant smile written across Faya’s face. He reined his horse to a stop, sliding off the mount. Though sightless, Faya approached without hesitation.

      From the mouth of the woods, two figures strode into the light. The first hastened after the child. Rolan, his face twisted into an apologetic guise, followed his spirited child. A step behind him, a phrenic, cloaked as always, stopped at the edge of the woods. A long wooden bow was slung over his shoulder. His right arm was covered with a complex arrangement of tattoos.

      Ryl dropped to a knee as Faya crashed into his body. The force of her frame, though petite, threatened to topple him to the ground. She wrapped her arms around his neck, squeezing tightly.

      “Welcome back, Ryl.” Her voice was joyous; an unfiltered wash of emotion surged from her body. “I saw your approach. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “Well, it is you who called me here in the first place if I’m not mistaken,” he responded in jest. Rolan reached his daughter, placing his hands on her shoulders, gently separating her from Ryl.

      “I’m sorry, Ryl,” Rolan pleaded. “She has been giddy with excitement today. I only took my eyes off her for a moment.”

      Ryl stood, reaching out to shake the father’s hand.

      “There’s no need to apologize, my friend,” he offered. “I’ve missed my time here. I’m afraid the world has demanded my attention. I long for a day when there will be a moment to rest.”

      Faya’s lips remained curled into a joyous smile though her eyes spoke of different emotions. There was nervousness, doubt and a hint of fear. The path of her sightless eyes shifted from his face, casting a rapid cautious glance at his left side before shifting their focus to his right. They lingered there for a long moment. Ryl cast a furtive glance over his right shoulder, confirming that nothing stood behind him.

      “I’d like to know what you see, young Faya. There is likely much to talk about, and there is assuredly much to do. Can you lead us into the woods?” Ryl quizzed.

      The apprehension that clouded her expression for a moment faded. Her gaze darted to his left again before she purposefully shifted to his opposite side, latching onto the fingers of his right hand. Ryl twisted his neck, peering over his left shoulder. There was nothing behind him save for row upon row of trees of the orchard. She tugged on his arm, pulling him toward the mouth of the woods. Her father shook his head, flashing Ryl a sympathetic grin as he collected the reins of Ryl’s horse, following a few steps behind.

      The phrenic remained where he stood. His body was rigid, though Ryl knew his eyes and senses were on alert. A lone sentinel guarding the arboreal entrance to their bastion of freedom. The only motion from his figure was the gentle flapping of the tail of his cloak in the breeze.

      “Welcome, Ryl.” He grinned from under the shadow of his hood as he inclined his head in greeting.

      “It’s good to see you, Paelec,” Ryl greeted the archer. “Have there been any disturbances since I left?”

      “None,” the stoic warrior responded without hesitation. “Though there is an energy to this forest that I’m sure you’ll find interesting as well.”

      Ryl scanned the tree line only a few meters behind the phrenic. The leaves rustled in the presence of the afternoon breeze; branches swung gently back and forth as if waving. The energy this close to the Erlyn was potent. It was unexpected.

      Within the call of the woods were the voices and emotions of countless others. Raw and disjointed, they spoke atop one another in an uncoordinated cacophony of sounds and sensations.

      “There is a life here that is … unexpected,” Ryl responded as his eyes continued to catalogue the woods. At his side, Faya giggled, tugging his arm as she pulled him toward the darkened opening.

      “Come, Ryl.” She laughed. “Let’s not keep them waiting.”
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      It took but a moment for Ryl’s eyes to adjust to the familiar gloom underneath the shadows of the trees. The road ahead continued along the side of the river until it disappeared into the darkness in the distance. At the extent of his vision, a shadow, angular and man-made, stuck out from the natural lines of the forest.

      A group of five guards, all loyal, trusted members of Captain Le’Dral’s force, stood inside the opening of the woods. They nodded in salute as Ryl passed, pulled forward by the exuberant Faya at his side.

      “The bridge saves us a good deal of walking,” she added, guessing at the focus of Ryl’s gaze. She increased her pace as they continued deeper into the woods. Paasek and Rolan followed a few steps in their wake.

      The wash of emotions swelled as Ryl stepped deeper into the wood’s embrace. The overwhelming warmth and welcome were the most powerful sensations. The Erlyn welcomed him home. The underlying, confusing mix of emotions seemed to swell from every corner of the forest. It was as if they were surrounded by phrenics, each exuding an uncontrolled mix of feelings.

      “You’ll grow accustomed to it soon enough,” Faya whispered, pulling his head down to hers.

      “Intuitive as always, young Faya,” Ryl added as he jostled the wild hair atop her head.

      A little more than one hundred meters beyond the entrance, they encountered the bridge. The structure was hastily constructed, yet sturdy. Little more than a wide series of boards nailed together over the narrow ravine created by the river’s passage. Crude handrails were attached to either side. Ruts in the hard-packed road highlighted the heavy traffic that had recently passed.

      The bridge led across a relatively narrow point in the river, the timber extended across the rolling water below to the opposite bank, dead-ending with little less than a meter separating the line of trees from the water. Where the bridge ended, nothing but an impenetrable wall of trees and bramble blocked access further into the depths of the woods.

      Faya squeezed his hand tightly as they turned onto the timber bridge. Though she moved without hesitation, he could feel the tension caused by the crossing. Ryl broke the silence as they reached the halfway point over the water.

      “Faya, can you lead us back to the clearing?” he inquired, though he anticipated the answer.

      Even through the gloom of the forest, her wide eyes were visible. They seemed to glow in the darkness, shimmering with almost a bluish metallic sheen. Her head nodded excitedly.

      “Watch me,” she exclaimed, releasing her hold on Ryl’s hand.

      She strode forward a few steps, planting her feet firmly on the soil of the bank. Her arms fell to her sides, though her petite hands flexed into and out of fists. Ryl could see her breathing increase; her shoulders rose and fell with dramatic frequency and motion.

      The woods responded on cue. A ripple started in the tree line before them, spreading rapidly as the foliage twisted. The leaves rustled as the pathway opened. A gentle gust of warm air pushed from the woods, carrying an undisguised feeling of pride.

      “See,” Faya exclaimed as she turned back to face Ryl. Her youthful face was beaming, though her breaths came rapid and deep. The motion was far too abrupt, too rapid for her weakened state. Her feet slipped on the earth below her as her balance shifted. She toppled sideways toward the river. Rolan gasped, as he was helpless to assist.

      Ryl knew full well the toll her budding skills would exact. He was all too familiar with the exertion and the exhaustion that followed. Though he’d anticipated the result, he tapped into the speed flowing in his veins, darting forward toward the tumbling child. Without pausing, he dipped, scooping her petite frame into his arms. A few paces into the opening, he released his hold on the speed, bracing his body for the impact of time snapping back to normal.

      The look of pride on Faya’s face had been wiped away. She had always exuded a level of maturity far beyond her age. He now looked down into the terrified eyes of a child.

      “You’ve done well, Faya,” he reassured her, letting a wave of soothing calm wash over her. “I remember that feeling all too well. You must mind your surroundings when attempting to use the skills that are still so new. As with most things, they will take time to master. Trust me, they will get easier by the day.”

      “Aye, Ryl.” Her voice cracked as she whispered her response.

      Rolan reached their side a moment later. Faya clambered from Ryl’s arms to her father’s waiting embrace. He positioned her on his side, while she buried her head into the crook of his neck.

      “Thank you, Ryl,” he uttered. Though he possessed none of the skill of projecting emotions as did the phrenics, the power of his statement was concrete. His words and thanks were sincere, genuine and heartfelt. He nodded at his companion before moving forward, ending the scene that would undoubtedly be an embarrassing discomfort to the child in his arms.

      The hidden path was much the same as he remembered. The wide track was clean and well maintained, having the appearance of being freshly swept. Ryl had had a hand in assisting the caravan that transported the immobile bodies of the Lei Guard to the Erlyn, though he never strayed far from Cadsae. No traces of the heavy wagons remained even after the passage of so many wheels.

      Ahead, the light of day streamed in from the clearing, a contrast bright enough to make his eyes squint. The air carried a definite odor of smoke, as well as the pleasant notes of freshly baked bread. There was a distant thumping sound, growing louder with every step, a staccato rhythm of wood striking wood. Scattered cheers and applause mingled with the cadence. He chuckled to himself, slightly lengthening his strides as he understood the sound all too well.

      The view of the chamber was, as always, awe inspiring in its grandeur, yet today in a host of other ways. Even with their ragtag army, the activity was rarely this profound. The forest shelter was alight with a bevy of activity, the scale of which he doubted had ever been seen under her midst.

      The air crackled with the unbridled release of raw emotions, mixing into a maddening conglomeration. The warming welcome that signaled proximity of those with alexen was stunning. He shuddered to think what the effect would be if all were awakened.

      Men and women moved freely throughout the vast clearing. Several stoves had been established to his right between a pair of massive trees. A handful of attendants worked diligently preparing food for the masses within. Guards dressed in the garb of Cadsae Proper mingled with the Vigil of Vim as they patrolled the exterior of the chamber.

      The bulk of the activity and attention, however, was focused on the center of the clearing. Several pairs of men and women sparred in tight circles; a lone figure paced between them, barking out instruction and corrections. Ryl moved ahead of his group, intent on his destination.

      With the attention focused on the training bouts, few noticed his approach. He was content to watch from the rear of the crowd. Tributes, his friends, many of whom were still reeling from the withering effects of the poison that had clouded the truth in their veins, now waged simulated battle amongst one another.

      The giant frame of Zed was unmistakable. In his hands was a pole that easily matched his own height. Standing opposite him, Palon danced with a short training sword. His actions were defined as if he plotted the response of every muscle, calculating the precise timing of every step. When he lunged forward, each motion had a predetermined purpose as if he followed a clearly defined path. As a result, his actions seemed choppy and clumsy. Notwithstanding, the silent twin darted forward, ducking easily under a clumsy swipe from Zed’s staff. He curled behind the massive man, slapping his wooden blade against the back of both his legs before leaping out of range. Zed’s attack seemed tentative, as if he was holding back.

      “Good, Palon. Well done,” Andr congratulated the fleeter tribute. “A kill will not always be swift. An immobilized foe, though still lethal, poses far less threat. Severing a leg or two will generally sap the fight out of most combatants.”

      Around the pair, the other duels ended with varying degrees of success. Ryl was stunned by the inherent ability of the tributes. Many, like him at the time, had never handled a blade, let alone been provided any real instruction. Though far from mastery, the progress was astonishing. He recalled distinctly the connection, the natural feeling of the blades in his hands. The ease with which his muscles recalled the actions of the thousands who had learned before him had been a surreal, eye-opening experience. They had a ways to go, much to learn, yet given time, he knew it would come.

      Andr collected the training sword from Palon, angling his way around the remaining pairs. With a muted thump and a yelp of shock, the last of the duels ceased.

      “Well done.” Andr applauded. “If only it were this easy to teach all those who were inclined to learn the blade. You’ve done well today.”

      He stopped near the edge of the training circle with his back toward Ryl.

      “Paasek once told me that the connection between the alexen and the mind is a potent link,” Andr instructed. “That merely watching a skill can imbue some level of experience. Witnessing a duel between two skilled swordsmen may yet be the spark needed to trigger the experiences, the knowledge you are yet to realize you already retain. Shall we give them a show, Ryl?”

      Andr spun on his heel, facing where Ryl stood. He lobbed the wooden practice sword in his hand over the group. The grin spread out across his face as he watched the blade sail through the air.

      Ryl calculated the sluggish rotation of the wooden weapon as it approached. He waited until the last moment before moving, snatching the blade out of the air with ease. With a quick flip of his wrist, he spun the sword once in his hand as he stepped forward.

      A gap opened in the crowd, allowing Ryl to move uninhibited to the center. The group was made up of mainly tributes, as the instruction was primarily for their benefit, yet they were not exclusive in their interest. Guards watched the proceedings with curiosity, marveling at the inherent ease at which the tributes, the once weak, run-down wretches they’d corralled for cycles took to the instruction.

      Ryl nodded at his friend as he reached the makeshift training grounds.

      “Don’t take it easy on me,” Andr ordered. “If watching will aid in their instruction, let’s give them a show they won’t soon forget.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Andr lunged forward, beginning their bout. Ryl had trained with the mercenary countless times, yet he was continually amazed at the growth of his friend’s talent. Andr had always been skilled, yet his craft had been honed. He was astonished by the sheer speed his friend had developed.

      A show they would have.

      Ryl and Andr danced around the clearing, trading blow after blow. The clacking of their wooden swords echoed through the clearing. Ryl fought without the aid of any additional speed, allowing for a moment of instruction for himself as well. In truth, he could have disarmed the mercenary at any time, yet there would be no value to himself or any others were he to have pursued that route.

      The sparring stretched on for minutes. The initial fury of blows had decreased to a pace that was more tenable. Though fatigue was far from setting in, he knew that Andr would likely tire soon. The mercenary would mean to end the instruction soon.

      Their swords connected; Andr bounced backward, for a moment sliding to a knee in a runner’s stance. It was with effort that Ryl maintained a straight face, stifling the grin that threatened to signal his understanding. Andr’s free hand clawed across the ground as he sprang back toward his feet.

      Ryl knew what was to follow next.

      Andr swatted at Ryl with his training sword, offering a backhanded strike. To most, the halfhearted effort would have illuminated a potentially lethal opportunity, an easy opening for a killing strike. Ryl telegraphed his own lunge, though his effort was only for show.

      As soon as Ryl’s body jumped forward, intent on dealing the simulated killing blow, Andr countered with his other hand. The mercenary released the contents, scraped from the ground, bits of earth, dirt and stone in a blinding cloud aimed for Ryl’s face.

      The phrenic wasn’t where he was expected to be.

      Expecting the ruse, Ryl made a sudden late move, ducking while diving to his left. His body tucked, rolling under the backhand feint of Andr. As he passed, he swiped his training blade outward, chopping at the back of the mercenary’s knees.

      Andr realized his plight, jumping at the last second to avoid the slash. Though agile, his motions were only a moment too slow for the unexpected turn in the attack. Ryl’s wooden sword caught the toe of his boot, throwing his legs out from under him, upending his balance just enough to send him tumbling to the earth. He scrambled to find his footing only to be pinned down by the dulled point of a wooden training sword pressed gently against his forehead.

      “I’m afraid the woodskin will do little to save you this time, my friend,” Ryl added as he removed the tip of the dulled wooden blade from Andr’s head. With a wide smile across his face, he reached down, helping the mercenary to his feet.

      “Welcome back, Ryl.” Andr grinned as he rose to his feet, clapping the phrenic on the shoulder. “For a moment, I thought I might actually land a strike.”

      “Your tricks are well known to me, mercenary,” Ryl responded, jesting, patting at the dust and debris that had collected on his back.

      Andr shook his head as he stepped away to address the crowd. There were wildly differing expressions written across the faces of those assembled, though the attention was directed toward Ryl. The guards, many of whom were well versed with personal experiences as to the phrenic’s abilities, looked upon him with a measure of added respect. He had already earned their trust. For the Vigil assembled, the duel had been nothing but a recap of a bout that had been played out countless times. Though impressive, they all knew the end result. Andr, as skilled as he truly was, understood his fate.

      The tributes, the unawakened phrenics, viewed the spectacle with a powerful gambit of emotions. Reverence was unmistakable. The looks were potent and hard to disguise; they turned his stomach. There was an undeniable hint of fear. Those who had known him throughout the cycles of imprisonment shied away as the imposing figure that he had become rounded on them. These, though many in number, were thankfully in the minority of expressions.

      The most powerful, the most potent of all the emotions was hope. Ryl saw it written clearly across the faces of those who had known him the best. The sentiment was mirrored by many around him as they connected the hope to the reality of the strength that lived inside them. A little over a cycle earlier, Ryl had been one of them.

      A tribute.

      A herd.

      Loathed by those who protected them. Coveted by those who counted the value of their life as a tangible number. A gold investment, to be matured until ready to harvest.

      The man who stood before them now loomed as tall as the statue of Taben the Defender, who towered over the forest behind them. He was seemingly untouchable. In him was the hope for their survival. If they could but achieve a sliver of what Ryl had in the last cycle, their destinies would be forever altered.

      The hope that was born in them was intoxicating.

      It was a sensation that had been denied to them for nearly half of their difficult lives.

      Scattered applause broke out among those gathered. He hastened to tamp the excitement before it could catch hold.

      “Please stop,” Ryl begged. He amplified his voice, powering it with a sense of hesitance. “This was not entertainment. I need you to look upon what you’ve just witnessed with a sense of caution. This display should bring you no joy. It was never the phrenics’ natural place to wage war. The balance has shifted. The skills the phrenics now possess, we maintain out of necessity.”

      The applause ceased. Silence settled over the crowd ringing him and Andr.

      “There is much still to learn.” Ryl turned as he addressed the gathered crowd. “I see the spark of connection in some of your eyes. You must learn to trust that familiarity. Much like you, I had never swung a sword or held a bow. My mind fought the urge to accept the impossibility that my body inherently possessed the knowledge needed. Fear not, you’ll learn in time. The alexen has a plan, and when the time is right, it will be revealed in full.”

      Ryl met as many eyes as he could while he continued his speech. He had not planned to lecture, yet now that he had started, he resigned himself to the fate that it was a lesson they must learn at some point.

      “It will be a difficult lesson to comprehend. It is one I’m reminded of far too frequently,” he continued. “All will be explained. All will be understood in time. The talent lies inside you now, though it to some extent may be clouded by self-doubt and the concentration of alexen in your blood. Once the floodgates are open, the skills will come. Focus now on this.”

      Ryl tapped his hand against his head.

      “Concentrate here.” He placed his hand on his heart. “For uncontrolled emotions will be your undoing. Until you wrest control over the alexen that now begs for release, caution is required, for the results can prove catastrophic.”

      At the rear of the crowd, Ryl spied the head of Paasek towering over the crowd. The phrenic councilor smiled, nodding his head in approval.

      “That’s all for today,” Andr announced. “If I’m not mistaken, it is the mender who requires your time next.”

      Ryl found himself uncomfortably surrounded with the press of bodies requesting his attention. The walls of the crowd seemed to collapse in unison, allowing for the sudden wave of overwhelming attention.

      From all sides, the unawakened approached, scattering unfocused waves or unrestrained emotion over their surroundings. The names and faces he knew; they had been his companions to the misery that was life inside The Stocks. They were as close to true family as he would have, yet he was repulsed at the swarm of attention.

      The affection was overwhelming. The reverence, disturbing. Though he knew their intentions were wholesome, the act turned his stomach.

      He admittedly had little time between the Harvest and the present to connect with the tributes he’d only recently departed. The end of his tenure had been spurred by change. His Harvest had been shrouded in confusion. His return rent the world they had come to accept as their reality in two.

      Here, a tribute, removed from The Stocks, had done the unthinkable. He had returned.

      With him came fire.

      With him came change.

      If only for the simple act of their momentary freedom, they would have honored him for an eternity. Yet he had offered a vision of so much more. He had illuminated a chance for power. For a strength that many still doubted lived inside them.

      Above all, Ryl had offered hope.

      And that was a force not easily reckoned with.
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      Ryl endured the swarm of attention to the point of breaking. Though it lasted far shorter than it felt, he could bear it no longer. He hoped that the novelty of his return would soon wane, and quickly.

      The solitude of the Erlyn was more appealing now than ever.

      His emotions were conflicted. While he was genuinely happy to reconnect with the tributes, the underlying urge to move forward tugged at him. It nagged at him for his momentary complacency. There was much to be done within the Kingdom of Damaris. The journey to Vim represented a long and daunting prospect.

      Though the Harvest had been disrupted, the Ascertaining Decree still stood.

      The passage through the woods to the west was discreet; the remnants of the forest would disguise their movements. The Horde, though they had vanished into the wastes of the Outlands after the battle at the gates, still posed a substantial threat.

      After a time, the tide of the crowd broke. The lingering sensations of apathy and calm were a testament to the feelings of the phrenics who remained in the clearing. They had felt his pain and aided him in the only ways they could.

      Absent from the press of the crowd were the faces that Ryl had come to know better than most. As the unending sea of bodies broke, he scanned the clearing, quickly recognizing the familiar group waiting together at the outskirts of the mass. The towering frame of Zed was a telltale signal. As Ryl moved through the scattered remains, Andr reached his side, talking as he walked. The mercenary understood the track of his movements.

      “Your status has changed around here, I’m afraid,” Andr joked. “You’re more myth than man now.”

      Ryl released a breath of frustration.

      “I cannot stomach the revelry,” he spat. “It was one thing when it was the citizens of Vim. I knew and still know virtually none of them by name. I was the physical manifestation of generations of legend. I was the missing piece to the prophecy they’d been steeped in since infancy.”

      He pivoted, looking over his shoulder at the tributes dispersing in groups across the interior of the clearing.

      “They were.” Ryl paused. “They are as close to me as family. I will assist them in any way I can, yet I cannot be the myth they desire. I’d give my life for any of them, but I cannot be their miracle.”

      Andr stopped alongside Ryl. His expression was pained.

      “There’s no helping some of that now,” he admitted. “It is inevitably part of the destiny piled on your shoulders. None has been of your choosing; it was a weight unfairly assigned to you at birth. You are likely the only one capable of bearing it. For what it’s worth, I’ve said it before, but it bears repeating. I’ll follow you to the end, my friend.”

      Ryl placed his hand on Andr’s shoulder, nodding at him as he replied. “I know, Andr,” he whispered. “I’d not be here today without you, your blade and your wisdom.”

      Ryl glanced ahead at the group who awaited his approach. He noted Cray standing among their midst.

      “What of your boy?” Ryl inquired. “How has he handled the news?”

      It was Andr’s turn to sigh. Ryl noted the uncharacteristic slump in his shoulders.

      “He is skilled. I had little time to teach him the blade, yet he fights as if he were born with the sword in his hand. His natural instinct rivals yours, yet there is an uncertainty, a disconnect. I admit, it’s likely as much my own faults that cause the tension. I feel like I’d have better success teaching the statue of Taben the Defender to walk than make amends for the pain he’s lived as a result of my failings.”

      Ryl offered his friend a sympathetic look. His position was unenviable. Both had suffered at the hands of one they loved. One they trusted. Andr’s heartache was visible to Ryl, though his outward disguise was well constructed. At the same time, Cray’s distrust was expected.

      “Give him time,” Ryl commiserated. “Give him the space he needs. He’ll understand your devotion in time. He’ll come around.”

      Andr sighed, nodding his head as he acknowledged the truth with resigned acceptance.

      “You’re ever wise, my friend,” he admitted. “Go see your friends. I’ll catch up with you later. Enjoy the respite while it lasts; there will likely be much for you to do.”

      Andr rolled his shoulders back, straightening himself up to his full height before striding confidently toward the center of the clearing. The space where the sparring had just completed was now filled with a grouping of Vigil. Lenu’s voice echoed through the clearing as her training regimen began anew. Three phrenics remained among the group.

      Ryl watched his friend as he joined the soldiers from Vim. His place was one of split responsibility. As a guard, Andr maintained a certain measure of respect, or fear, from his fellow comrades. His skills were unquestioned; his disobedience was unexpected. His reasoning, unknown.

      In Vim, he had earned the trust of the well-trained Vigil of Vim. The soldiers, though talented, lacked true experience. Before the battle at the Prophet’s Tree, they had shed no blood. Never had they been tested under the stress of life-or-death combat. The mercenary had brought hard-fought lessons to his tutelage; the Vigil had excelled as a result.

      The unawakened, the tributes, honored him as a savior. He’d sacrificed everything, risked everything to defend Ryl, a young man he knew next to nothing about. He was a trusted companion, confidant and defender.

      Ryl felt the weight of split responsibilities as keenly, if not more than his friend. He was the hope of the tributes. His death had been mourned, yet he had returned. With him came the possibility of a destiny far beyond their wildest dreams. The truth of their history was enlightening; they had once been revered and valued for their ideas and counsel. How times had changed over the last thousand plus cycles.

      The Vigil saw him as one of their own.

      For many of the guards, for the citizens of Damaris, he was an aberration. His talents, those out of myth, had held at bay and chased off a death that was all but certain.

      The looks of awe, whether from guard, Vigil or tribute, still turned his stomach.

      Ryl scanned the faces of the party that awaited his arrival. Their smiles were genuine, the emotions sincere. The warmth that washed over him was a balm to his road-weary body. The grin that spread across his face was genuine.

      Aelin was the first to break free from the group. The boy rushed to his side, throwing his arms around his waist. Ryl instinctively hardened the woodskin around his abdomen in preparation for the unnatural power of the unawakened youth. The squeeze, only moderately harder than normal, showed a remarkable level of control.

      He jostled the shaggy mop of hair on the youth’s head before sliding free from the embrace. Ryl looked at his friend. The change that he’d felt Aelin undergo, while dramatic in the sheer release of energy, looked to have now registered across his youthful frame. The boy had matured since he’d last seen him.

      “Well done, Aelin. You’ve been working on your control, I see,” Ryl commented, eliciting a gleeful smile from the youth. “You’ve grown in the short time since I’ve seen you.”

      Aelin simply nodded his head excitedly at the compliments. His vision shifted to Ryl’s left; his smile, while it seemed to stretch entirely across his face, grew. Faya brushed past, skipping as she went. The youth took a step to greet her, gently collecting her hand as they moved back toward the group.

      A moment earlier, Ryl had marveled at the maturity of the child who stood before him. He had survived the horrors of the Horde, his powers blossoming under the assault of the raw emotion of the moment.

      It was fear.

      Looking at him now, watching the change that took over as he walked hand in hand with Faya, he was reminded just how young he truly was. Just how young they all were. With a few exceptions, the guards represented the elders of the bunch. Andr in particular was among the oldest of them.

      The attention of the crowd before him was focused solely on his approach, yet there was no sense of the discomfort he routinely experienced from the awestruck leering of many. There was a genuine welcome, compassion and comradery. These were his friends.

      His family.

      The welcome sensation that was typical of the phrenics, of the unawakened surrounded him well before his friends could follow suit. Raw, yet intentional feelings prodded him from all sides.

      Hope.

      Pride.

      Joy.

      For a moment, he was lost as the welcome embrace of emotions and arms pulled his attention from the grim future that likely lay ahead. Nearly every moment since his departure from The Stocks, courtesy of his early Harvest, had been filled with a never-ending string of momentous events. Emotional struggles had been followed by intense pain. Uncertainty crept behind revelations, which in turn led to bloodshed. Friends and mentors had perished, yet lives had been wrested from the brink of endless torment. Betrayal was capped by the ultimate self-sacrifice.

      Prophecy hung heavy over all.

      Ryl’s left hand fell subconsciously to his right arm.

      The jolt of energy was potent, yet as his fingers brushed the delicate marking of a hand, a sense of calming relief washed over him.

      Though the moments were likely fleeting, destiny would forgive him a moment of peace.

      “In a way, this last moon has been a more difficult separation to bear,” Ryl admitted. “I’m sorry I was not there to help you through the sickness. I’m sorry I left you in the care of unfamiliar hands. These were again decisions made for you, not by you.”

      Luan squeezed Ryl’s arm. Her expression was playful, yet spoke of mild annoyance.

      “Ryl, we were willing participants in the remedy. We all went into it knowing the potential repercussions.” The babe cradled gently in her arms cooed quietly, reaching for a stray lock of hair that had fallen over her shoulder. “You bear a weight that all who know you can see as clear as day. Do not think that you shoulder the burden of changing the world alone.”

      “If you need us to fight, we will fight,” Tash added as he stepped forward along Luan’s right side. The jovial look that was a near constant appeared to have brightened considerably. Along her left, Palon nodded his head; a mischievous grin spread across his face.

      The silent twin in many ways had been an anomaly; his inquisitive eyes had always seemed to catalogue his surroundings with a level of understanding that Ryl couldn’t comprehend. Now, Ryl saw a recognition, a calculating interpretation of the world around him.

      Zed loomed tall over the group. The gentle giant smiled, though he quickly retracted the show of emotion, adopting a passive, yet welcoming expression. Quinlen, Odus and Rikel were present among the group, though the absence of Sarial and Elora was peculiar.

      The tributes, though their bonds were all forged by the common abuse of living under the heel of the kingdom, still formed their own cliques and social groups. Cray, though he had been friendly with Ryl and his friends, seemed to have been adopted into their group. The young man stood tall, his head held high.

      Ryl noted the changes among them all. To his phrenic senses, the differences were obvious, yet it was the alterations he viewed through his eyes that were the most startling. The last moon had seen them blossom. With the understanding of their latent powers, with the hope that they could have a hand in the changing of their destiny, they had developed a resolve that was visible. Not only among his friends, he could see its presence clearly defined in their features.

      Slaves no more. Though limited by factors out of their control, they had experienced freedom for the first time in cycles.

      There was no going back.

      Quinlen separated himself from the crowd. Nestled under his right arm, cradled with the care one would hold a babe, was a wooden cask. The grin that split his face was infectious. Ryl couldn’t help but match the grin.

      “It’s a special brew. Been waiting a long time to open this one.” His face beamed with pride. “I’ll let you take the first taste.”

      Ryl laughed aloud.

      “I’d be honored,” he replied.
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      The quiet rumbling of conversation in the council chamber ceased as Lord Kagran thundered into the room. All eyes snapped to him as he stormed across the tiled floor. Though he was old, aged well beyond normal cycles, his gait was steady. The ravages of extreme age had yet to claim a hold over his body and mind.

      The blackness that tainted his veins already commanded those fronts.

      He slammed his fist against the table, shaking free several loose papers from the stack in front of him. Leaning heavily forward against the wooden slab, he glared at the others gathered before him, finding purpose to meet every set of eyes. Most met his stare with a level of measured restraint. Several resisted with a scowl of their own; a few avoided the look, withering immediately under his superiority.

      Kagran felt his superiority. He felt the power of ages that coursed through his veins. The leaders of the great houses were joined by several smaller provincial lords who’d proven their loyalty to him and to the throne, a seat he now inhabited, and were gathering more for a show of force than substance.

      He commanded the largest contingent of soldiers aside from the now fractured army of the king. Many of the indentured troops had returned to the houses from whence they hailed, leaving the remaining troops leaderless. With the fall of the king before the walls of The Stocks, Kagran had hastened his troops eastward. The bulk of his forces had full control of the capital city well in advance of the return of the routed army. Likely some considered it a coup, yet it was thankfully bloodless. No lives were lost as he claimed the city, enveloping control of the capital and the throne.

      It was true there had been dissent among some of the other houses once word of his rise to power had spread. The majority were willing, as always, to grovel before whichever omnipotent master could continue to grant them the Blessing that had extended their lives so far.

      Their thirst for personal power outweighed their desire to command.

      Lord Kagran understood this trait. He understood the motivations of the leaders who sat in expectant silence before him. Some would fall, of that he was sure. Whether it was to be a result of prey from other houses or a steady withering of power, influence and longevity as the gift of the Blessing was revoked.

      All had felt the sting as news of the processing facility near the ruins of Martrion was discovered. It was a crushing loss to some, as the entirety of their gift, the insurance that would continue to extend their lives, went up in flame and smoke. None would grant them reprieve. There would be no recouping the exorbitant cost they had spent. Their anger would fester; their animosity and thirst for power would grow until they too burned like the inferno that had destroyed their inheritance.

      Desperation would drive them to madness. He knew what would likely come next.

      In his wisdom, his forces had raided the processing facilities, ostensibly collecting the Blessing before the threats of pillaging from other houses became a reality. The stockpile had been moved deep into the defensible, underground chambers within the palatial grounds.

      He was confident that he was quicker, wittier and far more devious than any who now awaited his words. The Lei Guard had confirmed this assessment. Though their numbers were few, less than several hundred remained after the catastrophic loss of Cadsae Proper, they ceded their control to his will.

      With the black guards heeding his call, there were none to contest his rule. His heart raced in his chest as it contemplated the possibilities. His bloodline would be eternal. His power would be unstoppable.

      Lord Kagran scanned the room; the smoldering contempt in his eyes was undiminished. He looked upon those who were seated before him with scorn. All had received the Blessing, though some he viewed as too weak, too forgiving to be granted that honor again.

      Sacrifices would be demanded again by those who’d lost their rightful allotment in the raging fires of the Martrion facility. Though the tributes and the Blessing of the King were rightfully theirs, the supply was still doled out in regimented doses. In doing so, the kingdom maintained its demand of continued obedience.

      As long as they paid homage to the king, the Blessing flowed on schedule. None had tested the resolve of the late king.

      His roving gaze paused as he met the gaze that awaited him at the opposite end of the table. The eyes of Lord Kyoris burned with an unmitigated hatred. The animosity was clear.

      “You do little to hide your annoyance, Kyoris. Speak your mind,” Lord Kagran grumbled, for he knew the complaint. Time and time again he’d fielded the missives. He’d faced the demands. His patience grew dangerously thin.

      “What is to be done about the Blessing?” His nasally voice was almost as annoying as the irritation. “We sit idly by while the invaders hold hostage the property that we have all paid dearly for. Again, so I am told, the hunters have failed to achieve their tasks.”

      “There is nothing idle about the situation at hand,” Kagran sneered. “By the day, more traitors die by the blades of our confidants. Their control over the population is tenuous. They remain concealed, isolated out of fear alone. What do you suppose those citizens, the loyal guards who represent the pride of our houses, who have remained on as our eyes and ears, will do when they realize that they have become the slaves of this rebellion?”

      He let his glare rove the table for a moment as the statement lingered in the air.

      “We will continue to sow the seeds of dissent,” he announced. “We will continue the bounties. The traitors will fall, one by one. There are but days left for them to render their decision to the demands we have required. The decision is immaterial; we all know the outcome. Our army will march regardless, and when they are before the gates, the loyal forces inside will fall on the traitors from within. Neither the wall, nor the gates, nor their pitiful forces will prevent us from reclaiming that which is ours.”

      He felt the fiery determination that smoldered in his voice resonate throughout his body. The tingling sensation coated his frame, shadowing him like a cloud blots out the sun.

      His statement did little to deliver any measure of recourse to the incensed Lord Kyoris. The anger, the hatred still remained written across his features.

      “Yet you fail to address the plight at hand,” Kyoris snapped. “The product of our inheritances has been lost. Razed by the traitors who now house our property from us. Don’t think that we are not aware of what has happened at the other facilities. You’ve moved the Blessing without our knowledge; you have overstepped your position.”

      The anger that had bubbled up in Lord Kagran spilled forward with a force that startled even him. He projected the strength of his emotion outward, washing over those assembled before him.

      “You’d best mind your words, Lord Kyoris. Your accusations will do little to aid your cause,” he snapped. “What was done was done out of security, not selfishness. The Blessing is now safe, secured within the walls of stone. There is no force of nature powerful enough to wrest it from where it resides.”

      “This reeks of convenience, not of consideration,” Kyoris sneered. “You’ve consolidated the supply where it benefits you. It was not your inheritance that was burned to ash. I am not alone in this plight. We have lost much. We demand considerations be made.”

      Lord Kagran worked to stifle the smile that threatened to brighten the stern features of his face. The inquisition was one he had faced and was likely to weather again. It was true, some had lost much. The destruction of the supply within the facility at Martrion was a devastating blow. Coupled with the loss of the tributes, it was catastrophic.

      Yet in all, he had gained much.

      The accusations were largely correct. He had shuttered one of the two remaining facilities, consolidating the tributes in one location, inside the walls of Leremont. Here, he could better protect it from the ambitions of the other houses. He could recall the Lei Guard, who had been spread thin.

      As he opened his mouth to retort, a single panel of the massive doors to the chamber creaked as it swung open. The messenger was one of his own. He recognized the face, though the name was immaterial. The guard was nervous, though there was an underlying excitement. Kagran watched the man as he hastened across the chamber to his side.

      This time, he did nothing to disguise the smile that crossed his face as the whispered message was relayed.

      “Fortune shines on you today.” He grinned. “It seems the kingdom has yet again provided an opportunity.”
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      Dawn cleared with a sense of calm that Ryl had not felt in cycles. It was a feeling that had been stolen from him as a child and beaten out of him while he was imprisoned in The Stocks.

      They had reconnected until well past the setting of the sun. Their laughter was a balm, sapping the strain and the worry from his mind. He knew the sensation was not to last, yet he relished it while he had the opportunity.

      Andr had joined them for a time; the mercenary melded with their group with little apparent effort. Though he had been among the guards watching over them for cycles, they had accepted him as one of their own. Though it didn’t affect the comradery of the group, there was a definite tension between father and son. The two exchanged a few words; though pleasant, neither seemed at ease with the current situation. Ryl wasn’t ready to force the issue.

      Faya and Aelin had remained among them late into the evening. The pair was content to converse, playing simple games amongst each other. They had developed a humor that was unique to their pair. It was late when Rolan had collected his child, who’d fallen asleep with her head on Luan’s lap. Aelin had powered through, remaining with Ryl until they broke for the night.

      Even now, he felt the subtle change in the atmosphere. The Erlyn, though her relief and welcome were unmistakable, had seemed content to let him enjoy the peace of his first evening back without interruption. Now, there was a muffled sense of urgency in the air. It nagged at him.

      Ryl stretched as he moved across the clearing. Much of the usable terrain aside from the training center had been converted into makeshift sleeping areas as the influx of troops demanded far more space than the enclosed bases of the trees could provide. Andr spoke with Paasek, Lenu and a group of guards near the remains of the fire in the center of the expanse.

      “Good morning,” Ryl greeted the group as he stopped aside the withered remains of the night’s fire. Though the temperature in the woods was pleasant, the morning retained the hint of a chill. He warmed his hands over the coals.

      “I’ve yet to see the mender,” Ryl noted. “Or the clinic for that matter. Where is Jeffers?”

      “It was Jeffers’s opinion that those critically in need of care be moved back under the roof of the clinic in Tabenville,” Andr answered for the group. “There are still a handful of guards who require more intensive attention. The dirt floor of Erlyn, though she has been more than an amenable host, understandably didn’t suit his needs. Sarial accompanied him, under the guard of close to half the Vigil and a contingent of guards.”

      “And before you worry, a phrenic has accompanied them,” Paasek interjected. “I’ve been assured that none will pass through the woods without her grace.”

      Ryl’s gaze traveled to the trees that surrounded the interior clearing. The regret for the occurrences that had transpired under her watch was visible. It hung off her branches like the creeping vines that disguised the interior of her domain.

      The track of his vision fell on the motion around the base of the great tree in the distance. Several figures moved, shuffling along with uncoordinated steps. It was almost as if they were learning to walk again for the first time. Even from a distance, Ryl noted the paleness of their skin. The angry, bright red of their brands stood out against their ashen flesh. They moved together, almost the same way a pack sticks together for safety. For comfort.

      He knew their identity in that instant.

      They were the tributes they had rescued from the processing facility in the shadow of the Martrion ruins.

      Andr turned his head, noting the attention of his focus.

      “They have progressed far, though it may not seem so from a distance.” The mercenary’s voice was laden with compassion. “Though they speak little, their comprehension grows steadily by the day. Jeffers believes that someday they will regain control of most of their faculties. With luck, they’ll one day return to what they once were.”

      Though in a sense comforting, the statement chilled Ryl to the core.

      Had they rescued the tributes from the facility, only to sentence them to a life of cognitive suffering? They had been comatose when they were removed from the slabs where they were drained of the blood, of the alexen in their veins.

      “Speak with them, Ryl,” Paasek intoned. “I understand the pity that I can see clearly written across your face. They are thankful. Although the circumstances are fuzzy, they are grateful for the freedom they now enjoy. Their activities are limited and certainly not without struggle, yet it is a freedom far beyond that which they would have dreamed possible. They recognize that their recovery will not be undertaken on their own.”

      As Ryl watched, several of the unawakened, the tributes, joined with the recovering. Sparks of life, remembrance, happiness graced their pale faces. These were friends who had shared similar struggles daily throughout their imprisonment within The Stocks.

      “Their signatures are still weak; only a hint of a glow pulses from them,” Ryl commented. “I see no sign of the stain of the nexela.”

      “Neither do I. Nor do the others with the vision to see, thankfully,” Paasek commented, though his tone softened as he continued. “I’ve come to understand some of the relationship between you and Elias. In him, the situation was different. Though the nexela had been disrupted by your hand, the taint still held. Though we maintain a watch over them, there is little to fear, as there is no evidence that they were ever forced to endure the nexela. They were milked to the brink of existence, yet the blackness that controlled your friend was never introduced.”

      Ryl forced a weak smile at the statement. The joy of saving his fellow tributes from the horrific fate of the processing facility was eclipsed by the crushing weight of the loss of Elias. The gambit of emotions had been thorough. He’d suffered through the swing from elation at their reunion to the devastation that the darkness that had corrupted his body was yet unmitigated. Though Elias in the end had likely saved them all, Kaep’s fate, her death, lay at his feet. He felt the chilling darkness, the dark whispers of death, stir within his left arm.

      A wave of compassion swelled over him as the morose thoughts threatened to blacken the light that had rejuvenated his body since returning to the woods. Ryl’s gaze shifted from the tree line to Paasek. The phrenic councilor remained still, his face locked into a curious expression at Ryl’s questioning glance. The emotion had not come from him. It had come from within.

      The lingering tendrils of energy rippled through his right arm. The leaves and vine surrounding the tattoo of the hand on his forearm shifted. Subtle, though the motion was unmistakable. He smiled as he realized the cause.

      “What of the others? What of the Lei Guard?” Ryl questioned, happy to change the subject, though the topic was just as disturbing.

      There was silence for a moment. Paasek glanced at Andr, each waiting for the other to reply.

      “There is no change in their state, I’m afraid,” Andr answered after a moment’s pause. “The modest chamber the Erlyn revealed is now a vast expanse. Multiple bodies swing from each of the trees. The blackness drips from their vines one sickening drop at a time, yet none have emerged from her care. She led me to the clearing; I could feel her hands, her words instructing me. Da’agryn confirmed that which I had seen, yet none have returned of their own volition from that space. The prophet has gone silent. The Erlyn cannot answer my questions as to what to do next.”

      The dejection in his voice was unmistakable. The mercenary had given all that he could to assist. Ryl had unwittingly forced a burden on him that was wholly unfair. Never before had a human controlled the inner workings of the ancient forest. With Ryl’s departure, he was but one of three remaining who could control the pathways through the woods.

      Ryl released a wave of comfort as he spoke to his friend.

      “You have consistently exceeded that which is required or asked of you, my friend,” Ryl noted. “Their hope for survival comes from your understanding of the will of the forest. Fear not, when their course has been completed, the woods will release them.”

      Andr seemed resigned to accept the words that poured from his lips. Ryl had no logical explanation for the statement. He searched the catalogue of information, the latent knowledge that flowed through his veins, yet little of substance was understood about the ancient, benevolent woods.

      “Thank you. All of you,” Ryl offered as he focused on the group surrounding him. “You’ve provided them with a chance far greater than they could have hoped for. None comprehend the power they have been granted. To them it was a curse. The blood that flows within their veins sentenced them to a life of suffering and pain. Who knows what horrors they’ve endured under the influence of the nexela.”

      Ryl paused for a moment as he pondered the reality of his own statement. To an extent, he understood the terror that was the nexela. It was the taint that lived within him. The darkened whisper that threatened to tear free, to drench itself in the blood of those who surrounded him at any moment.

      “I trust in the Erlyn.” Ryl’s voice was emphatic. “They will have a chance to live. To live a life free from the power of the alexen. Free from the scourge of the nexela. They will choose their own destiny. Live their lives how they see fit.”

      The tangent of their conversation was interrupted as Faya approached the group. Her gait was abnormal; gone were the skipping, youthful strides that were commonplace. She shuffled across the clearing with a disturbing wraithlike stride. Her normally playful face was strained, frozen, her lips locked into a chillingly impassive expression.

      It was her eyes, however, that gave Ryl pause. Gone was any trace of her pupil; instead they were filled with a shimmering blue. The color rippled across her wide eyes in undulating azure hues that seemed to radiate a dim glow.

      “A vision,” Paasek whispered as Faya pushed past. She walked oblivious to the others in her path. Her target was focused; her feet slid over the matted, short grass as if she hovered just above the surface of the ground.

      “The Erlyn calls to you, yet through the darkness you cannot hear.” Faya stopped a step before Ryl, her eyes traveled the length of his form, darkening for a moment as they settled on his left side.

      “You will not succeed. You will fail in this endeavor,” she whispered though her voice rumbled through Ryl with the force of distant thunder. The timbre of her childish voice was supplanted with the clamber of thousands of voices speaking in unison.

      Ryl dropped to a knee in front of Faya. Her eyes flashed brighter as they met his.

      “There is darkness. The shadow is thick, too solid for light to penetrate. I feel the woods cry in agony as trees and limbs fall to axes and flame.” Her words came in rapid spurts, like frantic descriptions of disjointed visions. “It will consume you, like it has consumed before. I see grief; death, cruel and unwavering, will come for life long overdue.”

      Faya looked over Ryl’s shoulder. As with her gazes earlier, she stared off into the distance as if focusing on someone standing a step behind him. Ryl’s eyes remained locked onto her, as he knew there was no one there.

      “Yet in it all, know you are not alone.” She flashed a momentary smile before her lips froze into their impassive line. “The Erlyn needs you.”

      Faya grabbed hold of Ryl’s right hand, squeezing his fingers, pulling him to his feet as she moved stealthily toward the woods. The strength of her grasp was startling.

      “What endeavor will I fail at, Faya?” Ryl quizzed as she walked forward. Her focus remained on the approaching tree line. “Where are you taking me?”

      She made no indication that she would respond.

      “Councilor Lenu, find her father. Find Rolan,” Ryl called over his shoulder. “Andr, Paasek, with me.”

      There was no hesitation to his commands. His companions moved hastily in response.

      Ryl kept his eyes on Faya as she walked. Her focus was pointed; her pace increased as she approached the edge of the clearing. The golden glow, the signature of the alexen that shined in his mindsight, was throbbing, pulsing with wave after wave of brighter glow.

      Faya maintained her pace as she reached the edge of the woods. Without so much as a blink of her eyes, the narrow entrance of a pathway opened before them. Ryl, walking side by side with the entranced youngster, squeezed between the two trees. Paasek and Andr were only a step behind. The muffled rustling of leaves noted the closing of the pathway behind him.

      The pathway that opened before them was long and straight. As expected, thick brambles, shrubs and branches blocked further view into the depths of the forest. The limbs arched over their heads, meeting to form an arboreal ceiling. Scattered patches of glowing moss cast their diffused light, illuminating the pathway before them.

      Ryl was startled by the emotion that pumped from the depths of the forest. There was a definite sensation of anxiety, though it failed to border on fear or worry. He longed to connect with the woods though he hesitated to break free from the viselike grip of the young seer at his side. He resolved himself to do so at the first available opportunity.

      As they progressed along the wooded trail, Ryl noted the familiarity of the track they walked. The surface of the ground was clean swept; no marks of any previous passage marred its floor. In the distance, a single pinpoint of yellow light flickered. The air carried heavy earthy tones, though it was flavored by a distinct note of smoke.

      Ryl understood in that instant where they were heading. This was the first path he’d followed through the Erlyn’s midst over a cycle earlier. He knew the destination that lay ahead: the cave that held the original answers.

      Would Da’agryn await him now?
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      Faya increased her pace as she pulled Ryl along the pathway. Behind them, only the soft padding of footsteps told of Andr’s and Paasek’s presence. Their guide, having quickly made clear that conversation was not an option, had led them onward in silence.

      As the light of the fire grew, so did Ryl’s anticipation. There was a profound feeling of uncertainty as Faya’s less than hopeful vision tainted his perception. He was certain that their destination would provide answers. Perhaps a path forward, free of some of the lingering uneasiness.

      The pathway remained as unremarkable as he had recalled. It wasn’t long before he crossed the threshold of the earthen tunnel. Faya shifted a step ahead, yet she retained her grip on his hand. The dim glow from her eyes danced off the reflective surfaces of the walls, mixing with the sparkling reflections of the small fire in the distance.

      Memories, heavily laden with emotion, flashed unbeckoned into Ryl’s mind. He recalled his first adventure into the depths of the woods. Uncertainty mixed with an undeniable sense of dread. Though the potent emotion in the past had plagued his travels through the forest, this was different. It was a fear of the unknown.

      It had been curiosity and hope that had driven him forward when he’d first followed the arboreal path.

      At that moment, he was free.

      Though every step forward was unknown, for once there were no guards tracking his steps. None of the ever-present eyes of his captors were there to ensure his compliance.

      Ryl reached out his left hand, letting his fingers slide across the surface of the tunnel. The rocks were smooth to the touch though they were damp with a fine sheen of moisture. The roof of the enclosure was just low enough that he subconsciously ducked his head as he moved through. Faya stopped as she crossed over into the open chamber at the end. Her iron grip on Ryl’s hand released as she propelled him into the cave.

      The chamber was much the same as it always was. All the ancient pallet beds save one had the look of extreme age and disuse. The table and benches along the wall were covered with a fine layer of dust.

      Sitting perfectly still on the opposite side of the fire was a man, who by his own admission was known by many names.

      The prophet.

      Da’agryn.

      Taben. The defender.

      The ancient phrenic lifted his head as Ryl entered. Though his eyes were lost underneath the shadow of his cowl, a genuine smile curled his lips, tugging up on the wiry white beard that covered his face.

      “Thank you, young one, for bringing them here.” His voice was raspy and airy. Though lighter than Ryl recalled, it seemed to fill the chamber, echoing off the walls.

      Faya let out an awkward sigh as her body shivered. The swirling glow that had encompassed her eyes faded, leaving only the confused look of a child. She surveyed the room for an instant, the unfamiliarity striking a chilling chord upon her face. With a clumsy shuffle, she stumbled into Ryl, burying her head into the fold of his cloak.

      Before Ryl could respond, a thundering wave of emotion blanketed the room. The sensation of calm seemed to pour from the very walls that surrounded them. The tension in Faya’s body evaporated with its passing.

      “Welcome back, Ryl.” Da’agryn spoke after a moment. “Please sit. I’m afraid that as always there is much to discuss and precious little time to do so.”

      Ryl steered Faya with him to the benches bordering the small central campfire. He seated her, comforting the confused child before taking a place next to her on the stone bench. Andr and Paasek seated themselves to the left of Ryl and Faya.

      “Word of your deeds has found its way to my ears, Ryl.” Da’agryn spoke. “I must admit that you’ve been the hope of many. I claim myself as one of those hopeful. For ages I’ve watched. For generations I’ve waited for you to come. You have been well worth the delay, my friend.”

      Internally, Ryl cringed at the attention that was lavished on him. Upon his deeds.

      “Thank you, Da’agryn,” Ryl replied. “If not for your assistance, for the assistance of the woods, I’d never have realized the strength or the resolve to walk the path I’ve been made to follow.”

      The ancient phrenic grunted as he poked at the small fire with a thin gnarled stick. A flurry of sparks broke from the glowing embers, sailing upward until they were lost in the cavern’s height.

      “There was no path for you to have walked, my friend.” The prophet grinned. “There was no single tangent for you to have followed. Not I, nor the woods, nor the silly prophecy from a time long past could have directed you to take the steps you have taken.”

      He rose to his feet more gingerly than Ryl had recalled. Now that he stood upright, the definite weathering of age clearly resounded in his features. His posture was slightly hunched; he teetered mildly on his feet.

      “The prophecy offered you a framework, nothing more,” Da’agryn illustrated. “The knowledge I was able to impart and the gifts the Erlyn bestowed were simply tools. They allowed you to view the world through a filter that few witness. Truth. We did not place your feet in front of the other. We did not drive you to carry on when the darkness was too deep to see. I take no credit for that. It was you, Ryl. That hope was your doing.”

      Ryl opened his mouth to retort, yet Da’agryn silenced him with a single motion of his hand. The elder phrenic’s gaze lowered; his eyes focused on the flickering flames of the fire before him.

      “Without hope, time loses meaning. Cycles pass and ages slip away.” His voice was distant. The light of the flames broke through the deep shadows of the hood that hid the upper portion of his face. Through the flicker of illumination, Ryl saw a brow furrowed by the pondering of time. His eyes were sunken and appeared worn.

      “The last cycle has been the most beautifully infuriating experience,” he continued. “Every breath has held the anticipation of a lifetime. The passing of each and every moment seemed to drag on for an eternity. I am weary.”

      Ryl felt his heartbeat increase, hammering inside his chest. The alexen inside his veins stirred.

      “You have been summoned again for a reason,” Da’agryn whispered. “You are so much more that Lupl could have ever foreseen.”

      His eyes moved across the whole of Ryl before meeting his stare.

      “Though I have been here for ages, the woods have inhabited this world for far longer than I can imagine,” Da’agryn continued, though his voice grew fainter with every word. “Her influence, her power has faded with every passing day. Penned in between these walls, she is dying.”

      Ryl felt his eyes grow wide. The Erlyn, though it had exhibited a weariness of late, had still seemed so alive. In spots, he could feel the rumble of her power underneath his feet.

      “Have you ever wondered why no animal life flourishes underneath her boughs?” he quizzed. “They avoid her. The stench of her slow decay has permeated the air underneath her limbs.”

      “Is there anything that can be done?” Ryl whispered.

      Da’agryn smiled as he moved closer, motioning to Faya still tucked into the fold of Ryl’s cloak.

      “Tell him, young one,” the prophet commanded. “The courage lives inside you.”

      Faya wiped her eyes on Ryl’s cloak. She froze; her gaze remained lowered as the battle raged on inside her young mind. Ryl could see her struggling to find the words to say. After a few moments, she looked up, her pained focus meeting his.

      “The Erlyn speaks to me, Ryl,” she whispered. “She shows me visions of times past. The grandeur of her domain was immense. Awe-inspiring. She sings the songs of the winds rustling through her leaves, a tune that has largely gone silent. She fears her own demise. The visions haunt me. I see her death at the blade of an axe and with fire. She must be allowed to restore, to reconnect. She is but a failing fragment of her whole.”

      “The forest is not alone in her desire to reconnect.” Da’agryn sighed. “Far too long have I been a visitor here. The woods have little need for my voice any longer, yet I will still play a part. It is a debt owed, yet one that will never truly repay the act.”

      “I still have questions that need answers,” Ryl blurted out. The words that escaped his lips sounded more like the ramblings of a scared child.

      Da’agryn grinned.

      “There are likely questions the alexen may yet answer in time. Trust in them.” He added. “There is little of consequence that I can yet teach you, my friend, but I will impart all that I know.”

      Da’agryn paced forward. Ryl sprang to his feet as the prophet moved straight ahead, failing to turn around at the fire at his feet. One foot after the other stepped into the blaze.

      The small fire, timbers and ash parted around the phrenic like water around a rock. A wild cloud of sparks rose into the air as the embers were jostled by his passing. As the prophet cleared the blaze, the embers reconnected, melding together as if nothing had occurred.

      “An illusion,” Paasek gasped.

      Da’agryn stopped a step away from Ryl. For a moment, Ryl’s eyes were distracted by the motion swirling in the designs of his elaborate tattoos. He knew the details were exquisite, yet his eyes could not focus on the intricacies.

      “Remember, madness and sanity, darkness and light aren’t as far away as they might seem. They wage an eternal war. One is merely the dominion over the other,” he whispered. “Hope can give you perspective. Never lose it.”

      He held out his tattooed right arm. Ryl moved to meet his grasp, yet his hand paused a finger’s width away.

      “I’ll take my place among the others, Ryl,” he whispered. His mouth remained still, yet his voice echoed through the chamber. “You have made me proud. You’ve made all of us proud.”

      Da’agryn’s hand closed the gap between his.

      As their hands touched, the fire behind him arced. A gout of flame leapt toward the ceiling; Ryl felt the heat of the blaze on his face. For an instant, the room brightened with the light of day. As the blinding light receded, the fire sputtered, coughing up thick clouds of smoke. He heard the shuffling of the feet around him silence as the room filled with a grey fog.

      He squeezed his eyes shut as they burned in the smoke.

      The complex aromas of earth, spice and pine filled the chamber.
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        * * *

      

      The biting wind swirled around him with the force of a gale. He felt the chill, like frozen daggers cutting through his thin clothing. His cloak, a symbol of his position, had been lost. Its absence was both an emotional and physical boon. Without the protection of the garment, he would likely freeze in the conditions. He felt naked outside its comforting embrace.

      He struggled to recall when it had vanished. He knew he had left it somewhere, somewhere safe, but at the moment, he couldn’t find the strength or willpower to locate it.

      A cloud, passing low, approached like the white-topped head of a massive frothy wave. He inadvertently braced himself as the front washed over him. The air, heavy with moisture, soaked through his clothing, the threads sticking to his skin. A shiver racked his body, quivering out from his core.

      He felt empty.

      Confusion swallowed his mind.

      Inside the belly of the cloud, all sense of direction was lost. The swirling bands of white shifted wildly, up and down. They twisted to his left and right with reckless abandon. It was through sheer force of will that he maintained his footing on the ground.

      There was something missing.

      The cloud that surrounded him was heavily laden with confusion. Like the mist, it permeated his body. He felt his mind tearing at the disorienting bonds that held him shackled. The sensation of his blood crawling through his veins was eerily distracting. He felt as if his body was ready to tear itself in two. Reality crumbled, threatening to topple him into madness.

      A gust of wind swirled around his body. The force was startling, yet unlike the others, it did little to faze him. Its power seemed to be generating from within—pushing against the violent forces that threatened to drive him from his feet. Threatened to drive him into madness.

      As the winds battled for control of the pace around his body, the dense blanket of clouds scattered. He looked upward; blue sky shone through the receding wisps of mist. The blinding yellow orb of the sun was high in the sky; the warmth on his face was a relief, cutting through the devastating chill. Within moments, the clouds passed, revealing a breathtaking scene.

      The juxtaposition between the impenetrable fog and the landscape that stretched out before him was startling. He stood high above the world, perched atop the stony peak of a mountain. Before him, lush green fields of wild grasses spread out across rolling plains as they stretched into the distance. There were forests, some merely small stands of trees, others vast, dotting the plains in all directions. The land was alive. Vibrant.

      To his left, the living plains stretched out as far as his eyes could resolve. There were signs of human construction well in the distance. To his right, jagged peaks of stone pierced the skyline. Far off, the green of the plains ceased abruptly in a line of darkened soil. Too dark to be sand, the earth looked as if it had been scarred at the hands of a massive fire. The charred terrain continued until it rolled over the curve of the world.

      The realization of the sheer height he stood upon sent a momentary chill through his body. His mind sent the panicked signals rushing throughout his frame, the impulse to secure his stance was involuntary, yet his muscles refused to move. He felt as if his feet were encased in the stone beneath them. His vision darted to his feet, travelling along the face of the mountain to the land below.

      At the base of the stones, a great forest dominated the land, pushing out into the rumpled plains beyond. There was no true measure of distance from this altitude, yet viewing the forest below gave him the distinct impression that the trees were massive. The canopy was thick, though it revealed nothing of its interior. Looking at the woods, he felt a distinct feeling of calm and focus. The confusion that tore at his mind cleared.

      At the base of the mountain upon which he stood, a small settlement inhabited a clearing. A massive waterfall pounded down into a pool at the base of the cliff; a river carried its water off until it disappeared into the cover of the trees.

      At that moment, he realized where he stood.

      His feet were planted firmly on a narrow outcropping that jutted out from the face of the mountain a distance of a dozen meters. The ground beneath his feet was smooth, unnatural. The stone had been modified by the hands of man, worked into a seamless polish. He leaned forward, carefully peering over the edge of the carved stone before him. The height was dizzying. The breath caught in his throat as he viewed the massive form from above.

      The recollection of the figure that toyed with his mind was from a vastly different angle. The image burned into his consciousness was of the massive statue looming over him. The raised foot seemed ever ready to crush the small settlement of Tabenville below. Aside from the angle, there was something that felt off about the statue. His mind was still clouded, yet he could sense the difference. From atop, the enormous statue was no less impressive.

      There was something else. A feeling blossomed that nagged at his senses. A warmth spread through his body, starting from his core. The heat began as a welcome, inviting companion, cutting some of the bite from the blustery winds that swirled around him. It quickly mounted, heating further until it scorched his insides. The focus shifted from his back to his front as the agonizing burn pushed forward. When he felt as if he could bear no more, there was a distinct snapping, a pop as the inferno that had swelled inside pulled from his body.

      The utter cold that filled the void in its wake was no less devastating.

      Even through the unbearable chill, he found himself distracted by the vision before him. As the heat had separated from his body, the figure of a man materialized. Dressed in nothing but trousers and a shirt, he seemed unfazed by the icy condition of the altitude. His clothes had the appearance of finery, yet were stained and unkempt. His right arm was covered in a pattern of tattoos that defied logic. The immaculate designs seemed to shift with dizzying speed, exquisitely detailed, yet utterly indistinguishable.

      He watched as the man moved a step forward, pausing as his feet reached the edge. The toes of his shoes dangled over into thin air. For a moment he seemed to study the terrain that surrounded him. His head angled slightly to each side as he surveyed the visions available from the top of the world. As the tangent of his gaze moved to the southwest, the change in his demeanor was visible.

      His form went rigid. The muscles in his arm flexed while his gaze focused downward, to his right. The figure’s right hand flexed, squeezing into a tight fist. Slowly, with effort, as if he battled against an invisible weight, he curled his arm toward his chest.

      Ryl felt the initial tremor that shook through the mountain. The vibrations coursed through his feet, rumbling through his body as they intensified.

      From the side of the mountain, a massive stretch of stone ripped from the face. The sound of its violent separation roared like thunder as the mass of rock rent from the face of the cliff. The stone that rose before him had the appearance of being polished to a smoothed, manufactured perfection, yet it moved, bending and flexing much like skin. The movement mimicked the motion of the man before him.

      After curling itself, the arm extended, its single finger pointing toward the barren, lifeless stretch of land that dominated the southwestern horizon.

      The focus was intent; he watched the arm in a state of memorized amazement. How the stone moved, behaved like skin was beyond his wildest comprehension. From somewhere deep inside his body, an unexplainable nagging, a persisting hint of understanding lurked, yet his mind was a blank slate. How could someone control the stone with merely the motion of his hand?

      So intent was he on the wonder that was occurring before him that he failed to realize the man before him had paused. His gaze had been focused, watching the product of his creation. Ryl gasped as his focus travelled back to the figure. His head had twisted, its powerful stare centered directly on him. His arm remained aloft, his hand pointing toward the horizon.

      The man’s face was handsome though lines of worry wrinkled his features. His skin was as weathered as the rest of his exterior. Small scratches and dirt marred his skin. Apart from his disheveled appearance, his eyes were striking in their clarity. A brilliant blue center was wrapped in undulating wreaths of swirling white. They looked as if they churned with the fury of a storm wrapping around a clear, calm center. Around the periphery, however, a thin strip of black moved with a life of its own.

      The more Ryl stared into his eyes, the more startling the reality became. Independent from the clouds that stormed around the middle, the black stain around the exterior seemed to be probing the clouds for access within. There was a great battle being waged inside the orbs that stared back at him.

      Ryl found himself inexplicably terrified of the outcome.

      A corner of the man’s serious lips curled into the beginning of a smile. He nodded his head as he understood the realization of what Ryl witnessed in his eyes.

      “There are answers in the darkness,” the figure whispered. His voice resonated through the entirety of Ryl’s body. He felt the impact of every syllable as they echoed through him. “Have hope.”

      Without another word, the man pivoted his head back toward the horizon. As his vision shifted, he squeezed his outstretched hand into a fist. The stone appendage followed suit. For a moment, he held the pose before spreading his hand, holding his palm facing toward the southwest.

      Ryl felt the sigh as he released his hold over the colossus of stone. The mountain shuddered as the man’s shoulders sank. His pose, a moment earlier the figure of embattled strength, was now pitiful in comparison. With head held low, he shuffled back step after step.

      Each motion brought them closer together, though Ryl was unable to move. He struggled with all his might, willing his feet to move. As the gap closed, the burn of heat swelled. The moment before their bodies collided, the temperature was scorching. The agonizing burn matched the sensation that had ripped through him when the apparition had torn from his figure. His eyes squinted, holding back the tears. He gritted his teeth, grinding them together for fear of screaming out in agony.

      Unlike the utter chill that had soothed the pain earlier, the burning raged on in his body. He could feel the agony as if every muscle were set aflame. The signals raced through his body, though the messages were lost before reaching his mind. The battle waging there overwhelmed the torment of his limbs.

      Like the battle that waged inside the eyes of the figure, Ryl felt the churning of the storm battering the inside of his consciousness. Stains of impenetrable blackness stabbed at the storm, each lance sending jolts of pain through his core. He longed for the confusion that had choked his perception earlier. The disorienting mists had evaporated, revealing the true tumult disguised beneath. The shroud revealed a war waged for his sanity.

      The outcome became shockingly inevitable.

      Madness would prevail.

      Ryl felt his right foot lift off the ground. A deliberate motion, though it was not he who had called it forward. The stride was long, purposeful; the left followed suit.

      The polished edge of the mountain face lurched closer. Ryl pleaded with his legs to stop.

      His voice was pitiful.

      It was drowned out by the screaming of the storm in his mind.

      There was no hesitation. No hint of apprehension to the steps.

      With one last stride, his feet pushed off.

      For a moment, the weightlessness was thrilling. The tormenting storm in his mind, the inferno inside his veins paused as they marveled at the sensation.

      Ryl felt as if he could continue walking forward, stepping out into the clouds.

      The darkness of the storm and the fires in his body resumed as gravity regained hold.

      Panic.

      Complete and utter terror gripped the fleeting cognizant remains of his mind. Through the fire and the storm he felt the undeniable fear as the wind rushed over his body. The massive forest that padded the edge of the mountain swelled as he approached at a terrifying speed. The ground below rushed upward to meet him.

      The pool carved from the pounding waters of the fall, shrouded in mist, would see his landing.

      Would see his demise.

      He opened his mouth to scream as the earth below approached. His flailing body plummeted closer.

      At least the chilled waters would bring an end to the inferno that raged through his body.

      With no hope left, he resigned himself to the thought of the momentary cooling balm.

      Face first, his body slapped the surface of the water.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      His eyes opened slowly. He sat with legs crossed on the dry, earthen ground. His back rested against the disintegrating bark of a long-dead tree. Something unexpected, yet entirely welcome disturbed his vigil.

      He closed his eyes, picturing his surroundings as he desired them. An earthen cavern, its shimmering stone wall forming a rounded ceiling above. Stone benches lined the walls of the chamber; a table remained unused, a relic of a long-forgotten past. Crude pallets for beds staggered against the perimeter of the walls. All covered with the undeniable looks of disuse and extreme age.

      The object of his endless focus approached at last.

      He pictured a fire. A small blaze for cooking, light and heat.

      For comfort.

      The reality would be jarring.

      He opened his eyes, knowing the vision that would appear before his eyes. The cavern before him was exactly as he had pictured, down to the minute details. The small fire in the center of the room crackled away quietly; small sparks flitted into the air. He grinned in satisfaction.

      He felt the approach of that which he had waited for. It was still far off, yet his patience had stretched for centuries, he could suffer the next few moments. Lowering his head, pulling the cloak closed around his body, he let himself blend into the environment of his creation. The cloak around him hardened, mimicking the crystalline form of the rough stones of the wall behind him.

      He lowered his head in waiting. His vision was blocked by the cloth of the hood. He used his senses to track the progress of his target. The glow, the signature it produced, was startling. It had been nearly a millennium since he’d witnessed any with a strength close to match.

      The shuffled steps echoed through the hollow chamber as the individual approached. He could sense the apprehension, though the overwhelming curiosity lured him forward. A few steps into the cavern, the figure paused, carefully cataloguing the unexpected terrain.

      It was time.

      Ages had passed. Cycle after cycle, he had waited. The moment he yearned for was now upon him.

      The crackling fire sent an ember skipping across the floor toward his feet. Letting the illusion falter, he shifted his position, reaching out with his foot to snuff the stray spark. His head rose, granting him the first vision of the individual standing before him.

      The young man froze where he stood as the solid stone shifted. The color blanched from his face as he steeled himself for what was to develop. Barely older than a boy, the young man standing opposite the fire was filthy. His clothing was torn and stained, his skin covered with a coating of grime from endless hours of hard labor, yet here he stood. The look in his eyes was telling. A wave of hope, long since stifled by endless cycles of failure, surged through his body.

      The feeling resonated from the depth of his soul, long since dormant.

      The catalyst had come. Hope had returned.

      The words that sounded from his lips were airier than he’d expected. How long had it been since he’d experienced the pleasure of human conversation.

      “Welcome, friend.” He grinned. “We’ve been waiting for you.”
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      Ryl staggered at the weariness that rolled through his body as his eyes snapped open. He felt the grip of Faya at his side tighten as the scene resolved from the cloud of smoke that had filled the room.

      They now stood in a wide clearing in the forest. Though spacious enough to reveal a substantial patch of clear sky above, there was a distinct gloom to the area. Shadows seemed to cover everything, coating the space with a blackness that prevented the sunlight from reaching the ground.

      Dead, rotting trees were scattered across the ground as if they’d suffered the wrath of a long-forgotten scourge. The largest stump remained at the center of the clearing; its top was jagged as if it had been severed by an inexplicable force, though its trunk was nowhere to be found. The odor of decaying wood and plant matter weighed heavily in the air. The potent, thick complement of scents was eerily similar to the foul odor of death that emanated from the abominations of the Outland Horde.

      Ryl stifled the urge to retch as the memories that accompanied the putrid scent sparked a visceral memory. Far too many times had he experienced that odor. Never were the circumstances pleasant.

      “Where are we, Ryl?” Paasek groaned.

      Ryl turned slowly, casting his weary gaze over the surrounding clearing. The trees, brambles and shrubs that bordered the opening were familiar to him. He could still feel the Erlyn, though her call was morose.

      There was a sadness here that held no bounds. Ryl completed his visual circle of the opening, returning to where he had clasped hands with Da’agryn moments earlier. The experience seemed like it was cycles in the past. A sudden jolt of energy dropped him to his knees.

      The torrent of emotions ripped through his body. The muscles in his core contracted with uncontrollable force, curling him forward. The warmth of elation was countered by the fresh agony of ultimate loss. The dueling emotions brought contradictory sensations of lancing pain and the salve of healing. Both mentally and physically he felt as if he were being torn apart only to be repaired in a never-ending pattern of excruciating agony.

      Ryl’s hands fell to the ground, preventing his body from collapsing entirely. He sucked in massive gasping breaths as his body recovered from the exertion. The pungent aromas of rotting wood and decaying plant matter were overpowering.

      His forehead was pressed against the earth. He breathed deeply of the potent earthy scent. The earth beneath his skin throbbed with a rhythmic pulsing. The heartbeat of the Erlyn was weak, barely a noticeable shudder through the dying soil, yet he could feel her still.

      After a few moments, his breathing evened. The extrinsic pain subsided enough to release its iron-tight grasp over his muscles. He rolled himself back onto his knees, brushing the dirt from his hands on his pants. His breath caught as his eyes took in the sight of his cleaned right palm. There, imprinted on the skin of his palm, was a fresh set of markings.

      The design of a circular maze that had dominated the interior of the handprint Caprien had left on his chest was eerily reminiscent of the markings he now viewed on his palm. The off-centered pattern of mismatched circles stained the interior of his hand. He still felt the steely grip of the phrenic in his, as if he were still locked in an unrelenting handshake with the phrenic elder.

      The transference.

      Ryl’s mindsight flashed to view unbeckoned. The telltale signatures of his phrenic companions and Faya were where he expected them to be. The discrepancy in the image from those standing around him was apparent immediately. A single pinpoint of condensed light sparkled in the darkened view of his mindsight. The miniscule orb was blazing, brilliant white. It was located a pace ahead of where Ryl knelt on the ground.

      It remained where the figure of Da’agryn had stood moments earlier.

      Ryl opened his eyes, searching for the object. There was no disguising the source of the illumination. A single seed poked the tip of its shell out of the lifeless soil. He inclined his vision, scanning the trees that lined the living exterior of the clearing. The Erlyn stood in solemn silence, though a definitive sadness weighed heavy on her boughs.

      He returned his focus to the seed, scooping the shiny object from the soil with his left hand. He shook the dirt that clung to its shiny shell off by tossing it lightly in his hand. The capsule was large, slightly smaller than a chicken’s egg, yet it carried a heft that was shocking.

      He flipped the seed carefully to his right hand. The moment it connected with his flesh, a wave of energy surged through his body. It started as a ripple spreading out from his hand, growing exponentially with every passing moment. The wave became a tsunami as it crashed through the inside of his body. His insides churned, his muscles fired in unison, freezing his body in its kneeling position. His hand involuntarily clamped shut, squeezing the seed against his palm as his arm stalled where it was, extended in incredible pain.

      The muscles in his body constricted, locking him into position. There was no amount of willpower that could convince his fingers to open. The pain in his hand where it was sealed around the burning seed was excruciating. It was a sensation he’d felt the likes of once before. It was as if circular sections of the skin where his palm touched the seed stretched as they twisted and rotated in varying directions.

      His eyes needed not view the source.

      The mark of transference was in motion.

      The movement, the sensations quickly became too much for his pain-riddled mind to comprehend. He found himself rapidly lost in a haze of agony.

      As quickly as it had started, a crystal-clear wave of lucidity cleared the haze of pain that clouded his mind and body. Experiences and memories that were not of his own creation flooded his mind.

      The clearing where they remained wasn’t spared the effects. With every conflicting emotion, the scenery flashed with a scattered array of illusions. Some were subtle, nothing more than a single artifact, out of place in the dark, dead world they appeared into: a sword, beautifully engraved with the ornate crest of the house to which it belonged, rested on the dead soil. The sun above reflected off the hand’s width of the blade that had freed from the scabbard.

      The blade dissolved as a table—laden with food and drink, all left untouched—appeared. A single glass had been spilled, though none were present to clean up the mess. Staggered drops of burgundy-colored liquid slipped over the edge.

      A dingy, poorly lit hallway terminated in a single heavy wooden door. The groan of the hinges shrieked as they slowly opened. The blackness inside was endless.

      The seed in Ryl’s hand pulsed with a light that mirrored the signature it provided in his mindsight. The flesh of his hands glowed red; his bones were black silhouettes against the glow.

      As suddenly as the visions had started, they ceased. With the fading of the illusions, the hold over his muscles released in unison. Ryl collapsed forward as the emotions and the onslaught of experiences came to an abrupt, jarring end. The agony, the elation, the confusion of the occurrences were still fresh in his mind. He felt as if each had occurred only a moment early. He felt his own consciousness insert its will over the foreign memories. For a fleeting moment, the struggle was lopsided. He feared his mind would forever be lost to the feelings that were not his own.

      The experiences from Taben, a man whom Ryl had known by many names, resolved with a startling clarity. From his earliest memories, to the last moment of chilling pain, he relived a lifetime of sensations. He squeezed his eyes shut, stopping the tears that threatened to stream from his eyes.

      Ryl’s descent toward the ground was uncontrolled as his newly relaxed muscles failed to respond to command. Voices surrounded him, some comforting, others distressed, yet he understood not their origins. The notes were familiar, yet he failed to pinpoint the source. Hands supported his falling body, yet he was oblivious to their origin.

      His eyes, squinted still in the absence of pain, viewed the great trees of the Erlyn at the opposite side of the clearing. The realization of the moment dawned on him with a dizzying clarity.

      A shudder rolled through the forest that surrounded them. A wave of sadness, pain and loss blanketed them, rushing over them in the grips of a breeze that pushed from the depths of the Erlyn. Scattered leaves shook free from the branches, raining down like tears from the forests above.

      The Erlyn mourned its loss.

      Da’agryn.

      The prophet.

      Taben the Defender was no more.
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      The seed was still warm in his hand. It glowed with a subdued, yet definitive golden light. Its shiny coating was remarkably reflective. Though it produced a trace amount of illumination on its own, it still reflected the errant dappled rays of sunlight back onto the enclosed pathway they now followed.

      Their retreat from the deadened clearing had been made with haste—none had desired to linger there longer than necessary. The woods, though morose, had opened a single narrow pathway without prompting. Ryl’s trust in the Erlyn was absolute. Though her forms of communication were vastly different from what he’d expected, he understood her implicitly. The forest was ancient beyond his wildest comprehension, yet it ached with a fresh loss that was undeniable.

      Da’agryn’s absence was a heartfelt, profound absence.

      Ryl had paused before he’d entered the pathway. Andr and Paasek had moved into the shadowed entry without pause; only Faya remained at his side. Her hand was still wrapped around a fold of his phrenic cloak. She paused as he cast a final glance back at the dying clearing. He was eager to leave the area, escape its atmosphere thickened with the scent of decaying trees and leaves, yet a piece of him refused to let go.

      The clearing, though remarkably different in appearance than what it had been, still represented a tangible piece of who he was. Of what he had become.

      The first time he’d entered that space, he’d been nothing but a boy. Young, scared, beaten down. It was a sense of hope and the overwhelming curiosity and freedom that had driven him forward.

      What he’d found that day had shaped his life.

      Had altered the lives of so many. He was the savior. The phrenics, the tributes, countless others whose lives would be benefited by his actions owed him their lives. Yet in the eyes of many, he was the scourge of the kingdom. He was the murderer of the king. The ultimate betrayal of the kingdom’s mercy.

      Though the time they had shared had been tragically short, the impact was profound. Ryl felt the loss. The alexen in his veins, though they were sympathetic to his pain, welcomed the piece of a long-lost friend to their fold. The welcoming warmth rushed through his veins, spreading out until it encompassed his body.

      “Will the trees again grow in this space?” The voice at his side was young, full of questions. Its timbre was drastically more subdued than before. Faya’s voice had been powerful, enigmatic as she’d led them to Da’agryn’s cave. Now, her words rang with the innocent immaturity of her true age. She was but a child, lost in a cruel, ever-changing world, one in which she still had an important role to fill. She likely knew not, or understood little of what was to be piled on her.

      For that Ryl pitied her, though he understood what was to be her burden. Her pain.

      “That will be up to time and the Erlyn to decide,” Ryl answered honestly. “This will forever be a monument to the man who once inhabited this space. He will ever be a part of the forest, much more now than before, though his work will be long and tireless.”

      Ryl closed his eyes, steadying his breathing as he concentrated on the image in his head. The figure stood tall, defiant, his hands down at his sides. The stoic pose was focused, its vision locked onto something far off in the distance. His eyes flashed from under the darkness of the hood that shadowed half of his face. They churned with the rolling clouds of storm as his piercing gaze bored through them, paying them now mind. The long, grey cloak flowed out to his side, though no wind disturbed the area.

      A moment later the figure faded, evaporating into the thin air. Ryl doubled over, placing his hands on his hips. His breaths again came in rapid succession. The exertion was intense; he felt the chill of it roll through his body.

      “Come, Faya,” he said through ragged breaths. “Let’s catch up with the others. There is still much to be done.”

      Ryl was unsurprised that it had taken him but a few paces for his steps to become regular again. He’d stumbled a few times as Faya pulled him onward with an enthusiasm that had far surpassed his coordination.

      The path they now walked was much like many he’d traversed through the forest’s interior. After a short distance, Faya had willingly accepted a position clinging to the back of the solid Paasek as the width between the trees had narrowed significantly. There was no room between the trees and bramble for the youngster to pad along at his side.

      Few streams of light penetrated the dense canopy overhead. The select rays, focused and slender, cut through at a steep angle, hinting at the duration of their trek. The sun had been high in the sky when they had departed the clearing; hours had passed as they progressed through the darkened interior of the Erlyn. Glowing moss, a staple of the forest’s interior, provided gentle light, aiding them in their travels.

      As much as Ryl desired to accomplish that which the Erlyn desired, he felt driven to accomplish her designs as well. He had resisted the urge to connect with the forest, feeling the need was unnecessary. He understood her ultimate desire. Though the circumstances were different, it was a fate he’d fought for as well.

      They had both been prisoners between the cold, grey walls of stone.

      As the palisades had corralled him and the other tributes inside, so too had it separated the Erlyn from its kin. Hundreds of untold miles of woods, trees that had once been connected to a vast network, a massive living, breathing entity, had been left to die. The founding of the western palisade had severed the roots binding the great forest together. Out of necessity and survival, her power had been consolidated into this one, condensed segment. The rest had been left to die. Its power waning over the generations.

      Ahead, the darkened void, the end of the arboreal tunnel that was their destination began to lighten. From an all-encompassing blackness, the darkness steadily lightened, resolving into the rough texture of a massive tree trunk, its roots splayed out wide, stretching out for several meters. On either side, the cold, drab texture of stone spread out, forming a backdrop to the narrow opening. Without warning, the tree-lined path terminated as it reached the face of a massive stone barrier.

      Ryl needed no explanation to understand the wall they now stood before.

      The imposing face of the western palisade loomed overhead before him, though it was dwarfed by the tree that likely stretched above its parapets. The view of the wall’s top was concealed entirely by the overhanging limbs and growth of the Erlyn.

      Ryl stopped as his feet reached the threshold of the forest. He cupped the glowing seed protectively in his right hand, shielding its glow with his left. He expressed no concern of threats from within the forest, his attention focused upward, searching through the trees for the peak of the stone barrier. Though it was in theory a friendly force who now patrolled the pinnacle of the stone wall high above their location, the precious cargo they now controlled demanded subtlety.

      Demanded caution.

      They paused for a moment, waiting in silence for any noise or motion that could disrupt their plans. A steady, rhythmic thump of heavy footsteps, boots upon the stone, gave them continued pause. The muffled report of a commanding officer filtered through the trees. Words were garbled, though the obedience and the demanded urgency was undeniable. Though no signs of motion could be seen through the foliage above, they remained frozen in place, listening as the sounds of the patrol moved steadily to the south.

      At no point between the walls of the palisades was the great forest thicker than one mile wide. The Erlyn had never ventured far from the foothills of the mountain, choosing instead to mass around the base of the mighty Haven range along its length. A pair of guard towers had been constructed along the wall, one built against the solid stone of the cliff, the other a mile to the south, just inside the edge of the woods.

      “The patrol will not return for some time,” Andr whispered as he came to a stop along his side. “The northernmost of the two towers that guard this section has been reduced to rubble. Le’Dral has commanded no forces to maintain that position. The roving patrol will not return for hours, and by then, darkness will further shroud any activity beneath the trees.”

      Ryl nodded at his companion. Andr released his grip on the handle of the wicked sword that he still bore in a sheath on his hip.

      “Thank you, my friend,” Ryl whispered in response as he crept stealthily forward.

      Filling the gap between the edge of the forest and the stone of the palisade, a narrow patch of only a few meters spanned the gap. The ground was clear from leaves and twigs; a fresh coating of short-cropped green grass covered the soil. The opening stretched for less than ten meters north to south, enclosed at both points by the expected solid bramble and viny walls of the Erlyn.

      Ryl stepped cautiously forward, his feet sinking into the soft cushion of grass underfoot. The alexen in his veins rushed with an unexpected force through his veins. He felt the surge of heat, heavy with excitement and expectation, as it coursed through his veins.

      The blackened cries of hatred, disorder and disarray were not lost beneath the swell of emotion. They had been disturbingly silent throughout the journey from the clearing to the wall. While the alexen had buzzed with anticipation, the blackness from within, the stain of the nexela had been eerily silent. Had the darkness not been privy to his plans? Could he somehow shield the urges from the inner workings of his mind? He allowed himself to ponder the thoughts for a moment, though unexpectedly, he garnished no answers from within. The silence from the wealth of knowledge that flowed within his veins was troubling.

      So much of late had been left up to him to experience. Their plans had been held in secrecy until the last moment when they chose to reveal themselves to him. To the world at large.

      Ryl surveyed the narrow clearing before angling his path around the left side of the tree. The sturdy roots stretched out over the ground for a few meters before spiraling up the trunk. At the base, there was no gap between where the wood met the stone. He inclined his head, tracing the lines of the tree with his eyes. As it rose skyward, it pushed away from the wall, the gap rapidly stretching to several meters, though the downturned branches blocked the view of the top of the palisades. The bark was charred for a span of several meters above his head, though the blackened stain dissipated to the look of the natural wood above that. He rounded the opposite side of the tree, unsurprised to find the situation similar there.

      Without thinking, he idly placed his hand against the bark of the great tree. The connection with the ancient forest was jarring though his hand was rooted to the bark. The commotion caused by the unawakened and the forces that inhabited the forest was clear. He felt every footstep; he sensed every attempt of their fledgling skills. The crack of wood against wood as training swords struck and parried sent ripples of shock through his body. Though the activity was spread out, far surpassing anything he’d experienced prior, the feelings were overwhelmed by a lingering pain, a heat that swelled beyond comforting.

      The trees here had suffered.

      The woods bore the scars of the actions of man. They’d come with fire and shovel, searing their pathway through, filling dirt with stone, severing the roots that connected the great forest to its far-reaching extremities. It was with effort that he broke his connection with the woods; the world around him snapped back into view. His brow glistened with sweat as if he’d been positioned too close to a sweltering fire.

      He turned to his companions, who had remained at the exit of the wooded path. Paasek gently lowered Faya to the ground; her eyes were again glowing with an unnatural light.

      “Why did the Erlyn lead us here, Faya?” Ryl quizzed as she shuffled forward, her eyes looking beyond him, at the base of the massive tree. A childish grin still split her face.

      “Can you not feel it?” she quizzed, though she carried on as if not expecting an answer. “Beyond the stone lies a miniscule patch of woods that once was. Connect the forest, Ryl.”

      With her final cryptic message, the stoic look on her face blanched, replaced by the unnerved guise of a confused child. Ryl sent a wave of familiar comfort over the child.

      “You’ve done well, Faya,” he admonished the startled child. In truth, she had done more than she could realize. With her gift of seeing, her uncanny perception at her young age, the Erlyn had seen in her a means to an end. Ryl stifled the inner chill at the recurring malady of those with the gift of alexen in their veins.

      Though the machinations of the ancient woods were benevolent, those with the alexen were forever being coerced, used against their own will. Their destinies were tied to the fates of so many, yet not entirely in their own control.

      Would they ever truly be free?

      Faya took his left hand, squeezing as he again turned his attention to the massive tree before him. He squinted his eyes, peering into the darkness where her stretching vertical roots twisted as they climbed the trunk. He stretched out his right hand, letting the soft glow of the seed illuminate the wood hidden beneath the shadows. The seed brightened as his hand approached the tree. He hardened the woodskin on his hand as it began to heat beyond the point of comfort.

      Ryl watched expectantly as the warm glow of the light revealed the surface of the tree hidden in darkness. Much as the seemingly impervious shadows of the hoods of the phrenic cloaks concealed their faces, the darkness surrounding the tree behaved much the same. The glow of the seed swelled until it was nearly blinding. He shielded his eyes; the pain from the heat grew considerable, scorching enough that he could have been convinced the small object in his hand was engulfed in flames.

      As his hand approached, the battle between the impervious shadow and the blinding light stretched until it finally broke. With a palpable release of tension, the warm glow of the light bathed the tree, banishing the inky shadows that had covered the bark. The initial emotion that surged through him was a letdown from the buildup. From the pain.

      The light washed across the bark of a tree, partially hidden between roots, that was entirely ordinary. Still, the burning seed in his hand continued swelling with both heat and light.

      Ryl felt his hand move closer to the bark, drawn by a magnetism that defied logic. He could feel the touch of the Erlyn in the pull. His muscles involuntarily fought the foreign manipulation; it was through sheer will that he ceded the control. He sighed as he gave in to the sensation.

      The Erlyn had yet to steer him wrong.

      His hand throbbed with agonizing pulses of energy as he closed upon the bark of the tree. The jolts of heat and suffering radiated outward. The lances of agony shot up his arm, ricocheting through his body. With a final surge, he pushed forward, his fist clenched over the seed, and contacted the bark of the tree.

      The instantaneous relief from the agonizing burning and the blinding glow was startling. The absence of pain was almost as discomforting as the searing that had become a norm. Ryl flexed the muscles in his right hand, gently squeezing the seed that remained in his hand. The object had cooled substantially, though it still retained a portion of its latent heat.

      The great tree shuddered at his touch, even as light as it was. Ryl took an inadvertent step back as the ground trembled beneath his feet. He felt the stony hand of Paasek, heavy, though his grip was gentle on his shoulder, steadying him as the earth shook. Faya had wrapped herself around his legs, holding tight as the world rumbled underfoot.

      Starting at the base of the tree, where the smoother bark met the soil, the wood between the roots twisted. The fibers stretched; in some places, with a sharp cracking noise, the bark snapped. Small shards of woods sprayed outward. Ryl covered his face, protectively shielding the child from the sharp wooden splinters.

      When his eyes returned to the tree, a narrow mouth of an opening yawned where once only wood and roots had remained. A breath of warm air pushed from the interior, heavy with the scent of earth.

      “Faya, wait here a moment,” he ordered, gently ushering the child to the waiting arms of Paasek. Ryl moved forward, holding the seed before his body. Ducking his head, he entered the narrow doorway into the tree.

      Using the light from the seed, Ryl let his eyes run a cursory investigation of the opening before him. The landing inside was narrow, a little more than a meter wide. The wall ahead was smooth, a pale white, fleshy wood that glistened with moisture. The surface was rounded, curving the left a few steps; the opening seemed to wrap around the core of the tree, descending into the darkness. A staircase consisting of closely fitting roots led down into the earth.

      Ryl proceeded cautiously, searching for footing on the raw wooden steps. The bark of the roots provided traction for his boots. Enclosed on both sides by the interior of the tree, the temperature was surprisingly warm. The alexen in his veins boiled with anticipation; a comforting heat spread throughout his body as he continued further into the depths.

      The inky darkness closed in around as he moved further along the path. The light from the seed held out before him provided a small halo, a glow that pushed back the shadows around his body. Though the gloom that surrounded him was impenetrable to his eyes, he had no fear. The sense of the Erlyn was powerful, growing stronger with every descending step. He guessed that he’d made two full rotations around the interior of the tree, yet the path led onward still.

      The central wooden spire had narrowed, branching off from a single mass into a vast, wide-reaching network of roots. Each individual tendril grew less significant with every step downward until they were nothing more than fibers spread out through the soil. One single tendon, nearly as wide as his wrist, however, wrapped around the circular pillar. It gave the appearance of a railing as it followed the stairs deeper into the earth. The stairs underfoot underwent a similar change, from wood to hard-packed soil, as the central wall. Now his careful footsteps landed on stairs of hard-packed earth. The sounds of the soil crunching underfoot echoed through the narrow corridor.

      The stairs terminated not long after, abruptly exiting into a small opening. The ceiling of the winding path to that point had been low; Ryl found that he needed to duck slightly to keep his head from bumping into slight variations of its height. Stepping into the clearing was a relief; he stretched his legs as the chamber above him stretched another meter overhead.

      He opened his right hand, allowing the light of the seed to flood the room. It was only a moment before the area was bathed in the soft, warm glow resonating from his hand. The opening was largely unremarkable in design, appearing much like a natural cavern in the earth. Only minute fibers of the great tree’s root system reached this depth. They hung from the ceiling, like tiny hairs, or spread out like spiderwebs searching for nutrients along the walls. The solitary root that had followed the path of the stairs, however, remained unchanged, though it snaked along the wall in a seemingly haphazard manner. Its width had yet to diminish though now most of its mass protruded from the wall. Ryl hesitated to touch it for fear that it would separate, collapsing to the hard floor below.

      The wall opposite the end of the stairs was distinctly manmade. He knew in an instant what it was he viewed.

      The cold, drab stone of the palisade blocked his path forward, though it continued further down into the earth below the dirt floor. For a moment, Ryl stood puzzled as he examined the daunting barrier at his front. The wall was several meters thick. It was true that with their control of The Stocks, they could effectively form a doorway, chipping their way through the wall at any point of their choosing. Why then, did the Erlyn bring him here?

      Ryl moved forward, resting his hand against the cold stone. He brushed away a coating of dirt that covered the rock. The alexen in his veins rumbled in response, the memory jolted into his mind.

      Throughout the storied, now forgotten history of the phrenics, there were some whose elementalist powers revolved around stone. One of these masters, a woman named Aily, worked on the construction of the barrier as it cut through the forest. Through an honest oversight of her captors, her group was left undosed one fateful morning. Their revolt and disappearance led to the eventual creation of Vim. Ryl grinned as the answer became clear.

      Though the skill was newly discovered, they had an elementalist who could work the stone among their group.

      Paasek.

      Ryl hastened topside to retrieve his companions. The discomfort was visible across the face of the massive phrenic as he squeezed through the narrow tunnel, though he voiced no complaint. His back was hunched, his knees bent to fit through along the narrow, curving pathway. Andr, on the other hand, had his work cut out for him, keeping up with the boundless youth. Faya, living in her perpetual sightless world, was unfazed by the lack of light or tight quarters.

      With all four of them, the space inside the small cavern was cramped. Paasek seemed slightly more relieved once he was able to stretch his legs beyond the end of the stairs.

      “Freedom stands beyond this wall.” The massive phrenic spoke aloud as he shuffled to the edge of the stone. His head moved subtly from side to side as he surveyed the texture and composition of the stone before him. His eyes ended suspiciously on the roof above his head.

      “I admit that my experience with the skill does not quite equate to mastery,” he grumbled. “Though I’ve the benefit of the experience that flows within the alexen, I fear for the stability of this chamber should I attempt to control the stone here.”

      Ryl agreed with the logic, yet he was overwhelmed by an unnatural sense of security. He felt the workings of the Erlyn in the construction of the disclosed hideaway, though he could not see why the woods would lead them to harm. She had been nothing but a benevolent host to him, to the phrenics and tributes alike since her powers were revealed.

      “I feel your concern, my friend,” Ryl acknowledged. “The Erlyn led us here for a reason. I can’t fathom it being our doom. This is a task that requires discretion. Can you get us through this wall?”

      Paasek nodded in understanding before turning his eyes to the unearthed face of the palisade. Ryl watched as the phrenic studied the stones before him. He ran his hands along the wall, wiping free the layer of dirt. He squared his body before inhaling a massive breath. His shoulders rose, his hulking figure swelled as he placed his hands on the wall. A small haze of dust formed around his body as the force of his steady exhale disturbed the loose sediment on the stone.

      For a moment, he was silent. The dim light provided by the seed highlighted his form as he concentrated on his task, his head lowered. From where he stood, Ryl couldn’t see if his forehead rested against the wall or not.

      “I can feel through the stone.” His voice was airy, yet still gravelly, somehow detached from his normal tone. “The soil is perhaps a meter below.”

      His shoulders rose and fell with another deep breath.

      “Brace yourselves,” he grumbled. “I’ll begin.”

      As Paasek exhaled, the change in his posture was profound. His shoulders tightened; the normally angular feature of his shoulders sharpened. The skin on his tattooed right arm seemed to melt with the structure of the stone. His hands contracted, his fingers cutting deep gouges into the rock.

      The stagnant atmosphere of the chamber grew heavy.

      To his side he heard Faya gasp. She squeezed herself tightly to Andr’s side. Her mercenary protector shot Ryl a cautious glance before resuming his survey of the small cavern. A low rumble sounded, a deep grating as if stone were grinding on stone. The sound soon manifested with physical force as the ground quivered underfoot.

      Ryl struggled to maintain his calm as bits of loose earth separated from the walls around them. Tiny chunks of stone and dirt fell from the ceiling as the thin shoots of the tree’s roots swung side to side as if jostled by a gentle breeze. He felt his heart rate increase; the pounding in his chest grew steadily as the snaking root along the chamber’s wall broke free. From where it separated, the chain reaction was unstoppable. Spreading out in both directions, it peeled from the wall, crashing to the floor in a shower of dirt, dust and debris.

      Yet still the chamber held firm.

      Propped against the wall, Paasek still labored on. The strength of the phrenic was beyond question, yet Ryl understood all too well the toll, the physical and mental exertion, an unrefined, unpracticed skill would require. Too many times had he experienced the chill, the icy internal torment of forcing his body, the alexen beyond their bounds.

      The phrenic leaned forward, pushing against the stone whether purposefully or out of sheer exhaustion. The grating of stone against stone grew more pronounced. Paasek’s fingers curled, tearing off chunks of stone as they bored into the wall. He growled, an involuntary force of sheer exertion as he pushed forward with all his might, his strength.

      His body lunged forward. From where his hands dug into the palisade’s base on either side of his body, the stone caved inward under his force. The ground underneath his feet gave way. He toppled inward with the stone and earth.

      A puff of heated air and a cloud of thick grey dust choked out the light. His body disappeared into the gloom.
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      Ryl refused to wait until the cloud that obscured his vision cleared before rushing to his friend’s side. Though he still clutched the seed carefully in his right palm, he let the wind swell around his tattooed arm. With a wide unfocused arc, he released the air, knifing through the dust.

      The heavy earthen cloud settled around the room, revealing an opening in the rock ahead. Ryl ducked under the jagged entrance, peering into the darkness. Down a steep yet shallow decline, Paasek lay on a pile of dirt and stone. Ryl slid down the natural ramp, skidding to a stop on the loose soil at his friend’s side. He released a pent-up sigh of relief as he noted the slight rise and fall of his back. A small puff of dust pushed away from the phrenic’s face with every breath.

      Paasek still lived.

      “He still lives, that I can see,” Faya chimed in from behind him. “Will he be alright, Ryl?”

      Her voice, though confident in her assessment, was shrouded in clear notes of concern.

      “Aye, Faya. He’ll survive,” Ryl responded hopefully as he knelt by his friend’s side. He carefully rolled the unconscious phrenic to his back. His mindsight flashed with an image that confirmed his statement. The blazing signature of the phrenic councilor was a touch dimmer than normal, yet the glow was steady.

      “You must understand that there are limits to the uses of any phrenic ability,” Ryl continued. “Even you must use caution not to overextend yourself, especially when the skills are so new and untrained. Paasek’s control over stone is one he’s only very recently learned to understand. He pushed himself too hard; the feat was monumental.”

      Ryl knelt by the phrenic for a moment, watching the steady rise and fall of his chest. He ran the light over the figure of his friend, though he knew Paasek would likely suffer bruises and scratches from the fall, nowhere did he notice patches of blood. His eyes lifted to survey the tunnel that Paasek had opened through the stone. The gap through which the large phrenic had collapsed was jagged, crudely resembling the form of his figure. A thin sheet of stone less than a finger’s width thick was not enough to support the force of the phrenic.

      Beyond the entranceway, the results of Paasek’s efforts were far more dramatic. A pathway now spanned the length of the palisade, cut from the solid stone of the western palisade. The earthen floor was compacted and flat as if it had been rolled by a steady, even weight. At the center a narrow trough, slightly wider than his hand, was inset into the floor. The earth here was soft, having the appearance of freshly tilled, watered soil. The walls and ceiling were rounded and seamless, smoothed to a reflective shine.

      Ryl extended the glowing seed in his hand. The shine bounced off the walls, reflecting the light across the length of the narrow tunnel, bathing it in a warm yellow glow. At the end of the pathway, the unnatural illumination faded as it reached what appeared to be a natural earthen chamber.

      “Is that light I see?” Andr quizzed as he peered into the pathway from the opening above. He reached out with his hand, gently tapping on the thin stone remains that separated the outer chamber from the pathway Paasek had created. His gentle touch was enough to topple the flimsy barrier. Ryl swatted at the debris, batting it away from the prostate body of the unconscious phrenic.

      “Aye, there’s an opening ahead,” Ryl called to his friend. “Can you watch over Paasek while I check?”

      The scraping of stone signaled Andr’s approach. The mercenary paused to assist Faya down the slope before turning his attention to the fallen phrenic at his feet. Paasek stirred as he knelt down beside him, his eyelids batting with a random intensity that signaled his return to consciousness.

      Ryl moved slowly through the newly created tunnel. Faya, reassured by his words that Paasek would recover, tagged along, holding tightly to the side of his cloak. Her attitude grew giddier with every step forward, toward the dimly lit tunnel’s end. Ryl steered the youth to the opposite side of the narrow channel in the floor, careful not to step into the purposeful depression.

      As they walked, she ran her hand along the wall to her side. Though her eyes were sightless, her fingers traced the winding seams where the mortar filled between the stones. The changes in the rocks and mortar were dramatic. Both stone and filling had been smoothed to a glossy perfection, its crystalline interior on stunning display. The light of the small seed in his hand amplified as it bounced from one shimmering surface to the next.

      The glistening end of the tunnel ended abruptly as it opened into a small earthen chamber. Though the surface below their feet was still soil, the consistency had changed dramatically. From the hard-packed floor of the tunnel, the ground became rather spongy. Though his feet sank slightly with each step, the ground rebounded after his passing. The trough in the base of the tunnel ceased where it met the squishy floor.

      The natural opening was slight, barely wider than the exit of the tunnel. The walls and ceiling were course; varying edges protruded slightly in all directions, though they were smoothed by the ravages of time. The stones were slick with moisture, a product of the humidity that seemed to hang heavy in the air. The temperature was strangely warm, though not overpowering. A few meters ahead the chamber turned to the left, seeming to follow the path around a massive stone buried in the earth. Around the corner the light brightened. Though muffled and little more than a trickle, there was a distinct sound of running water.

      “We’re close,” Faya whispered at his side.

      Ryl grunted as he nodded in agreement. He felt the changes as they had exited the tunnel. Both inside the chamber and inside his body, there was a sense of excitement that was palpable. The air was warm and fresh, carrying a sweet undertone of something floral. The alexen in his veins rushed with anticipation. It was with an overwhelming sense of curiosity that he eased forward toward the mystery of the unknown.

      He had no true expectations of what was in store around the corner, though the sight that met his eyes was shocking.

      The chamber ahead was natural, widening to a distance of roughly ten meters across. The walls were composed of stones and earth, though little of the surface remained uncovered. Vibrant shades of green mosses, some short, some with finger-length tendrils, clung to the stones. Thin vines covered with thousands of tiny leaves draped over the packed soil. The walls curved inward as they reached a height several meters above his head, though they failed to meet in the center. An opening perhaps two meters wide provided a skylight for the sun’s light above. A trickle of water, little more than a rapid drip, fell from the hole in the ceiling.

      A single, wide ray of light lanced into the subterranean chamber, illuminating the majesty of the room. The ground throughout was covered with a thin layer of growth. Patches of grass mixed with low-growing wildflowers and moss covered the rocks. In the light of the sun, the flowers bloomed in a rainbow of colored pedals. Outside the influence of the light, their flowers remained closed, though they seemed to bend eagerly toward the illumination. The thin waterfall splashed onto the ground, seeping into a narrow, twisting pool that encircled a single plot of soil.

      While the focused, glowing beam from above illuminated the room, its target on the floor was clear.

      The water enveloped the small plot of land save for a single strip. The dark, rich earth was churned as if it had recently been worked by human hands. As if it had been made ready to be sown.

      “It’s beautiful,” Faya gasped.

      “Aye, Faya. It is.” The words were distant, distracted as he attempted to drink in every detail of the hidden chamber.

      In every aspect, the idyllic chamber held the imaginatively creative workings of nature; however, there was a definitive sense that something more was at play here. Ryl could feel the latent energy of the Erlyn here, stronger than he’d experienced outside her walls, yet he had the sense that it was distant. Fleeting. It was as if the remaining power of the woods struggled to project the feeling of wholeness.

      Though stronger than he expected to find outside the confines of the Erlyn, he saw through the false front with ease. He knew the energy was more of a show than a palpable force. He doubted that the wonders, the illusions, the strength of the ancient woods could have much of an effect here if needed. If it did, he had no doubt the pocket of its original influence would fade away to nothing.

      That one of the final surviving pockets of her power would vanish from the world.

      The morose thought gave him pause. He surveyed the chamber again with renewed interest, looking at the wonders with a sense of resolve, a defined sense of purpose as his eyes catalogued every patch of vibrant grass, every flower that dotted the surface of the living carpet of the floor.

      As a child growing up in The Stocks, freedom was only a dream. The thought was fleeting, relegated to the recesses of his mind so as not to instill a reality that he saw no possibility of coming to pass. With the discovery of his power, of the history that the kingdom had sought to erase from the world, the hope that one day it could be a reality grew.

      The fragile spark that had nearly been snuffed out by the absolute desperation of his situation had found fuel in the fertile information that flowed through his mind. The spark caught flame.

      Freedom was now a reality he could grasp. Over the last cycle, his purpose had grown exponentially. The tributes, the unawakened phrenics, now tasted their first glimmer of freedom. He would deliver them to Vim, yet his path did not end there. The system of ascertaining, the Deliverance, would fall as had the wicked king and Leiroth who spurred them into reality.

      His eyes roved the chamber, falling to the seed gently cradled in his right hand. He focused on the glow for a moment; though it produced no heat, it radiated a comforting feeling of warmth. The task at hand had grown.

      As with the tributes, it was the Erlyn that must be restored.

      From his understanding, there were still two facilities that remained in operation. How many phrenics lingered in unrelenting agony as they were bled dry? They would fall. He would see them free.

      He had much to do.

      A shuffling noise, a crunching of the loose dirt on the floor behind him caught his attention. He pivoted his head, noting Andr’s approach. His steps were sluggish and strained as Paasek leaned heavily on him, his massive solid arm wrapped around his shoulder. The phrenic councilor was upright, though his face was pale, more withdrawn than he had ever noted. His stony features were more defined, as if the skin of his face was pulled tighter against his angular frame.

      “What is this place?” The sense of wonder contained in Andr’s words was impossible to disguise. His eyes were wide as he methodically surveyed the room.

      “A piece of the Erlyn yet lives outside the walls,” Paasek whispered. His voice was soft, yet raspy and strained. “After the fall of the prophet’s tree, I thought all traces of her were lost.”

      Ryl grinned as he nodded in subtle agreement. He shared similar feelings. The absence felt with the death of the prophet’s tree had been a stinging loss, though now, once again, hope grew from the pain.

      “In my hand, I hold her rebirth,” he whispered; the words were merely a thought that seemed to escape of their own volition as he stepped closer to the illuminated patch of earth near the center of the chamber. His body was moving forward before he realized the action. He plotted his steps carefully, treading lightly over the pristine grounds.

      The prepared earth. The trough. All now made sense. Ryl knew what was required of him. He understood the hope that the woods had placed in his hands. The instructions, though not implicit, rang clear in his mind.

      It was only a matter of a few steps before he reached the illuminated patch of earth. The water that surrounded most of the small plot of tilled soil was broken by a narrow strip of land less than a meter wide. Smooth, flattened stones were embedded into a patchwork flooring; the seams between them grew thick with a covering of moss.

      Ryl carefully stepped across the stone walkway, pausing as he examined the patch of churned soil. The intention was clear. The excitement that he felt coursing through his veins was easily dwarfed by the electric atmosphere that filled the chamber. The Erlyn did nothing to hide her anticipation.

      The sensations danced through his body; the air inside the earthen chamber buzzed with energy. He knew what must be done; the patch of soil waited, as if freshly prepared by unseen hands to receive the fruit of the Erlyn’s rebirth. Ryl had never truly enjoyed the arduous task of farming, of tending to crops; however, he longed for this seemingly insignificant task with every fiber of his being. He dug his left hand into the soil.

      As his fingers sank into the warmed earth, his arm erupted with a searing pain. A jolt of unbearable agony exploded in his elbow, sending shock waves throughout his body. His mind reeled as it failed miserably to counter the speed and ferocity of the onslaught. The whispers of blackness to that point had been silenced by the swelling of the alexen inside his veins.

      Their silence had been neither apathy nor submission. It plotted in eager preparation.

      Their reaction was planned, coordinated with vicious precision.

      The muscles in Ryl’s body seized up as he toppled backward. His hands locked into a state of perpetual rigor; his fingers were neither clenched into a fist nor extended as they cramped with immobilizing pain. The glow of the seed faltered as it slipped from his hand, falling helplessly to the patch of earth below.

      The atmosphere—alive, expectant, hopeful moments earlier—shattered as the light of the seed faded. The brilliant, golden beam of light from the sun dimmed as if obscured by a layer of thick cloud. Air that had buzzed with fresh, clean, floral scents was now thick; he struggled to catch his breath as he seemed to chew on the oxygen in his mouth. There was a pungent, potent hint of rot, of death.

      Of the Horde.

      By the time Ryl’s body hit the cushioned floor of the chamber, he had become oblivious to the external torment. The agony, the disorder had shifted internally as the battle waged within his veins. Images flashed to view in his mind, one following the other in rapid succession like lightning splitting the blackness of night.

      Screams ripped through his ears as he viewed the clearing, the hidden bastion that the tributes, the unawakened, called their temporary home. Countless bodies were scattered across the cleared interior, some floating in undulating pools of blood. The unnatural rolling of the crimson churned his stomach, much like during his hasty retreat across the stormy Sea of Prosper. The trees surrounding the clearing were ablaze from root to the canopy. Scraps of flaming branches rained down, hissing as they landed on the blood-soaked ground. His vision fell to his hands, which were stained with a dripping crimson.

      Blackness engulfed his mind before the next flash of image.

      The winds swirled around him, though they were not of his own creation. Odors carried on each current, putrid and thick. Ryl stood alone atop a solitary parapet of drab, grey stone. He recognized the confines of the corner watchtower he’d haunted for the last moon. He pivoted slowly; the sickening sensation of his stomach dropping overwhelmed him as he surveyed the terrain. In every direction, color had seemingly been robbed from the world. Dark grey clouds choked out the sunlight, bleaching the blue from the sky. The ground was covered in a seething mass of blackened bodies, stretching to every horizon. Their focus was singular. On him.

      The scene shifted as his vision flashed for the third time.

      The wide dirt path was rutted; pools of stagnant water filled the holes. Scattered across its gnarled surface, rotting leaves and debris littered the road. A withered riverbed lay to his right, its flow reduced to a trickle. The water that slithered around the exposed rocks had a sickly viscous quality. Trees, or what was left of them, hemmed in both sides of the roadway. Few leaves remained on the sparse branches; the bark in many if not all places had rotted away, exposing the pale sickly flesh underneath. No bushes or bramble remained to disguise the sight lines through the undergrowth. Little life existed around him. It was the graveyard of a forest; the pale trunks of dead trees remained as scattered tombstones.

      The moments of lucidity became fleeting. A warmth nagged at the chill, attempting to counter the all-encompassing pain that had enveloped him. He felt hands on his body, though he was alone in his agony. Voices without forms screamed, pleaded, begged, encouraged. Their calls bombarded him, resounding from inside and out. He felt his mind slipping into a blackness, into a void from which there would be no return. He welcomed the madness if it could for but a moment end the excruciating pain.

      A jolt of electricity tore through his body. Arcing from his right arm, it sliced through the haze of agony, clearing the darkness with a moment of starling clarity. The cacophony of voices garbled, muffling into a roar, loud enough to feel the percussive emphasis, yet tolerable. A voice whispered over the roar. Hers was a voice he knew. The tones were imprinted on his mind, yet her name was missing, lost in the abyss of his mind. Fleeting glimpses of a lithe figure danced in and out of clarity.

      A body, covered in a long charcoal robe that flicked gently in the breeze.

      Auburn hair blazed as it captured the light of the sun.

      Her voice was steady, calm, yet he felt the dire importance of every word.

      “The seed,” she whispered. The simple message repeated over and over.

      With a flash of light, the image faded. The voices silenced in unison.

      Faya’s hands were wrapped around Ryl’s right arm. Her small hands squeezed to wrap themselves around his biceps; her fingertips barely touched together. She squeezed on the marking of Kaep’s hand. Tears streamed down her face. He could feel her desperate but feeble attempts to force her emotion over his addled mind.

      “The seed,” he gasped. His voice was weak, scratchy as if sound hadn’t emanated from his mouth in cycles.

      He felt the grip of strong hands under his armpits, hoisting him up to a sitting position. There was fear in Andr’s voice, potent and sobering.

      “I’ve got you, Ryl.” The mercenary groaned as he propped him up.

      Faya released his arm with a single hand, stretching for the seed with her other. Ryl gritted his teeth as the blackness surged again in the absence of her hand. He could feel the alexen struggle to maintain their tenuous defense, holding the darkness from overtaking him. He viewed the events as if he were but a spectator, watching the battle waging from afar. His own emotions, his willpower were held at bay, mitigating the excruciating pain.

      It was the scream from Faya that snapped the hold. The high-pitched yelp was that of surprise and pain. Involuntarily, Ryl surged to his knees, his eyes searching for the youth he knew to be still at his side. He could still feel her single hand gripping tightly to his arm.

      His eyes took but a moment to resolve her figure. Her body was in motion, the scream still resonating from her mouth as she swung her free arm back toward Ryl. In her hand, the seed glowed a fiery red, pulsing like a coal burning in a fire. She slapped the glowing ember of a seed into his hand, releasing her hold on it and his arm in the process. Her whimpering body fell to the ground at his side.

      Emotion rocked Ryl’s body as the seed connected with the mark of the transference in his right palm. The shock waves of hope rippled through his body. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, his mind was clear.

      He knew what needed to be done.

      With little stomach for ceremony or patience, he lurched forward, digging his right fist and the seed into the loose soil.

      The reaction was imminent.

      Violent.
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      The atmosphere in the chamber had grown thick, stifling, smothered by a dense shadow. As he released his hold on the seed, now buried in the tilled earth, the excited normalcy that had once resounded through the idyllic hideaway returned. The shift was dramatic, like witnessing blinding light after a period of intense dark. The air that had congealed, nearly choking them, thinned to a breathable norm.

      The effects were not limited to the external environment. Ryl’s insides reeled with tumult. The battle that had threatened to consume him ended with an emphatic exclamation that sent him toppling backward. Much like the experience of severing his connection with the forest, the change was staggering in its suddenness. The familiar, comforting warmth of the alexen was sluggish to return.

      As his hand pulled from the soil, the earth closed over itself, like skin healing over a wound. He felt the subtle ripples of energy beating a steady cadence from the illuminated patch of earth. The task he had expected to be accomplished with reverence had been hasty and urgent, yet it had been accomplished. His attention now shifted to their more immediate concerns. He wheeled around, searching for his companions.

      None had been spared the effects of the sudden, violent shifts. Andr struggled on his knees; bile dripped from his mouth as he panted to catch his breath. Paasek had sunk to the earth, where he still remained. The shoulders of the massive phrenic rose and fell with dramatic emphasis as he sucked in one voluminous breath after the other. His head had yet to rise from where it hung forward. His arms were limp at his sides.

      Ryl’s heart raced as he found Faya. The youngster was curled into a fetal position, her hands clenched together before her stomach. Tears still poured from her mud-streaked face, her body racked with the lingering remnants, aftershocks of the powerful sobs that had crippled her. He was at her side in an instant.

      With a swift, but gentle motion, he scooped the child into his arms. Faya nuzzled into his chest, though she remained curled into the tight ball he had found her in.

      “It’s over now, Faya,” he whispered as he poured a wave of comfort over the child.

      Her eyes found his, yet the emotion within was haunting. The tears stopped for a moment as she spoke.

      “It has only just begun, Ryl.” The voice that issued from her lips was distant, yet powerful.

      “And we will carry on, my friend,” he responded. “There is much yet to do. This task, though it proved far more cumbersome, has been completed. Now, let me see that hand of yours.”

      Faya offered only slight resistance as Ryl inspected the hand that she clutched against her stomach. The skin of her palm was an angry red in the shape of the seed that she’d collected. In places, it had cracked, though it was yet to weep. The faint imprint of a design was concealed beneath the burn. Thin lines of consecutive circular patterns were barely visible.

      Ryl had nothing on his person that would serve to medicinally aid the child. He surveyed the chamber, finding no plant he understood to offer any salve to the burn that she suffered. His eyes fell to the shallow pool of water that nearly encircled the soil where he’d planted the seed.

      The liquid was clear, rippling with constant motion from the thin trickle of water from above. It sparkled as the light from the sun above reflected off its ever moving surface. Leaning forward, he cupped his hands together, scooping up a measure of water. The experience was startling. He expected the liquid to be cool, yet it was imbued with a pleasant warmth. As the water sloshed in his palms, it sent tingling sensations, like tiny pinpricks of energy, through his hands. Absent from the sensation was any hint of pain. The alexen in his veins seemed to welcome the emotion, rolling through him with an accepting calm.

      “Hold out your hand, Faya.” Ryl’s request was polite, compassionate. His voice dripped with a sense of fatherly concern that startled him. It was a sensation he barely remembered, though its application was second nature. The conflicting emotions rolled through his belly. Anger at the life that had been stolen from him by selfish parents mixed with the unconditional love and support of another. Ryl, at his young age, had no true understanding of the rigors of parenthood, though he understood right from wrong. The alexen in his veins inserted their expertise, their emotion where they chose.

      They chose to comfort the scared, pained child who was one of them.

      The steady stream of tears had ceased their seemingly perpetual flow from Faya’s eyes. Tentatively, she held out her singed right hand. Ryl could feel the heat radiating from her angry, red palm as he moved his hands close to douse it with water.

      A hiss of steam sounded as the water dripped over Faya’s palm. She gasped, yet her hands didn’t withdraw. Ryl had suffered burns before, though minor; his experiences, coupled with the lifetimes of knowledge contained within the alexen, warned of the temporary sting and the pain from the application of the water. The noise that issued from her mouth was that of surprise, not discomfort. Her eyes went wide.

      “How does that feel?” Ryl quizzed as her eyes went wide.

      “Every drop spreads comfort,” she answered, her sightless eyes seemed to watch as the water dripped through the gaps between her fingers. “I no longer feel any pain.”

      A moment later, she shook off the last drops of moisture before flexing her hand experimentally. Her skin no longer glared with a bright red color. Only slightly pinker than normal, the cracks that had formed had sealed, resuming the glow expected from youth. The design, the mark that had been burned into her hand, was light, though more noticeable. Concentric circles spread out from the center of her palm. The spaces between them were filled with a simple, yet detailed design of geometric shapes. The marking looked similar to that of the center of the transferences he had received. He wondered, would some of the ability transfer to her as well?

      Ryl scooped up another handful of the restorative water. Leaning forward, he gently ladled it over the patch of earth where the seed was buried. The hungry soil absorbed the water as soon as it touched the surface. For a moment, the room seemed to flex as a wave of energy pulsed outward. The flowers that dotted the floor swayed from side to side as if moved by a gentle waft of air.

      Behind them, Paasek grumbled as he sought to regain his feet. Andr was the first to reach his side, followed closely by Ryl and Faya. The phrenic councilor nodded his thanks as he again leaned heavily on the shoulder of the mercenary.

      “How are you holding up, my friend?” Ryl inquired.

      “I’m weary.” His voice did little to disguise the sensation that Ryl understood all too well. “I long for a rest.”

      Ryl nodded his head. The pair had had little time to do so since they had departed the swelling city of Cadsae.

      “You and Andr can head back,” Ryl offered. “Faya and I will catch up. There is but one more task remaining to attend to.”

      Paasek grinned as he looked down on Ryl.

      “I’m weary, not crippled,” the phrenic grumbled, though he turned with assistance, shuffling toward the tunnel under the palisade. “What’s the purpose of the trough in the earth?”

      “The Erlyn, though she lacked the abilities to achieve this task herself, was diligent in her preparation,” Ryl explained. “She’s left all the tools necessary to see to her rebirth. Do you remember the root that lies coiled in the chamber beyond the palisade?”

      Paasek viewed Ryl with a look of curiosity as he pondered the question. The light of understanding was noticeable when his addled mind grasped the meaning.

      “I see that you understand now,” Ryl added. “You controlled the stone, a task that was far out of the reach of the woods, powerful as she still may be. Her design for the earth was present, an unconscious addition to your command. Could you not feel the sense of the woods in the subterranean chamber. Though she led us there, had her designs for that which she needed accomplished, it was up to us. To you to complete.”

      Paasek nodded subtly as they walked. His eyes traced the line burrowed into the hard-packed soil.

      “We all have our parts to play,” Ryl lamented. “There is likely still more she will require. As with the alexen, her intentions will be revealed in due time.”

      With the assistance of Andr and Faya, they made quick work of completing the task that was at hand. Paasek refused to leave in advance of the others though he welcomed a seat, propped against the wall of the underground chamber beneath the tree. The Erlyn too did her part in aiding the completion of the task. They had stretched the long tendril of the root alongside the crevice carved into the floor. As Ryl fed one end into the trough, the remainder pulled in after. The soil welcomed the tendril, folding over it as if buried by unseen hands.

      The atmosphere of the chamber beneath the tree had altered since they’d entered its midst. Though the scent of earth still lingered heavily in the air, stifling heat and uncertainty were absent. The area exuded a feeling of long overdue relief.

      The Erlyn had waited more than one thousand cycles for this moment. The relief was understood.

      The sun was close to setting as they exited the hidden chamber beneath the trees. Only slender rays of the remaining sunlight pierced the canopy above. Their beams, running parallel to the ground, did little to illuminate the pathway ahead. It had been a long day for all. Paasek recovered with every step. The short break beneath the tree had worked to rejuvenate a measure of his strength. Though he walked of his own volition, his pace was sluggish and labored.

      Of all, Faya suffered the greatest effects from the exceedingly long, eventful day. Her mouth was agape with frequent yawns. With a pathway open to the chamber inside the forest, Andr collected the child, hastening ahead as Ryl plodded along with his phrenic companion. With Faya draped over his shoulders, they were soon nothing more than a shrinking silhouette against the dull glow of the mosses.

      “Hers will be a talent much sought after,” Paasek’s gravelly voice intoned, breaking the silence that enveloped their slow return to the shelter within the trees.

      “Aye. The child has been forced to endure far more than her share at such a young age,” Ryl agreed, forcing a pained smile. Such was the life of a tributes, the unawakened, in Damaris.

      “Will she return to Vim, or will she remain here?” Paasek pondered.

      In truth, it was a question that Ryl had spent little time considering. His hopes, their original plans had all revolved around the tributes moving as one unit into the reclusive wilderness and the security of Vim. Though the promise of freedom, the chance to experience the true power that was harbored within their veins, was waiting in the hidden city, he’d force no one to make the trip. Much, if not everything, had been forced upon those who suffered through much of their youth, much of their life within The Stocks.

      Though he could do little to nothing to guarantee their safety, there were likely those who would choose to remain. Some would likely seek compassionate family members. Others would seek answers, though likely, few satisfactory resolutions would be found. Though the king had fallen, there was little knowledge of the new rulership that was to replace the ancient monarch. It took little imagination to visualize the results.

      Though the respite was welcome, the changes would be short lived.

      Much would need to be done to accomplish a break of real measure.

      “Paasek, I’ve been thinking,” Ryl intoned.

      The phrenic counselor grunted as he angled his head toward Ryl. “Likely a dangerous proposition,” he responded. “I’ve watched you as you’ve walked. I can see that your mind has been anything but idle.

      Ryl shook his head, though the sentiment was spot on. There was more to do. More that would require risk, though he was loath to allow another life to be lost.

      A kingdom would not be changed without a single drop of blood.

      “Aye, that’s a correct assumption,” Ryl replied.

      He felt the alexen churn inside his veins as they were privy to the thoughts that bounced around inside his mind. They signaled their acceptance, their agreement, their willingness to participate in the plan.

      “The regent. The corrupted nobles who believe themselves next in line for the throne demanded an answer as to the fealty of The Stocks, did they not?” His question was rhetorical. The answer was understood among the pair. The missive had detailed a specific date at which the response was due. “They had requested notice in two weeks’ time, did they not?” he quizzed.

      Paasek nodded as their eyes met. A devious smile tugged up on his lips, cracking the stony facade of the elder phrenic’s face.

      “Nearly three days have been spent. If we hasten, the trip back to Cadsae should take only two. That leaves us nine days.”

      “Your math is sound, Ryl,” Paasek added. “What will you do with the time remaining?”

      “From all accounts, the roads have been blocked,” he offered. “Lord Eligar is confident, however, that the seas still offer easy passage. If I recall, it was only five days by boat to the capital city?”

      Paasek nodded in confirmation.

      “And what will you do there?” the phrenic inquired.

      “They requested an answer, did they not?” Ryl offered. His tone was harsh. Pointed.

      “An answer, they will have.”
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      Darkness had descended over the Erlyn by the time Ryl and Paasek opened the pathway into the hidden clearing that sheltered their companions. Their army. The shadowy figures of a small patrol of guards, hands resting cautiously on the handles of their swords, appraised them for a moment as they exited.

      There was no mistaking their identity. The patrol carried on without a sound.

      Little activity, save for the shadows of the various patrols, interrupted the still of the night. The welcome feeling of the tributes, of the alexen, was a salve to his weary body. Though the warmth spread comfort, he realized in an instant just how tired he was. At his side, the mighty Paasek stifled a yawn with the back of his hand.

      “I’ve been thinking the same thing, my friend,” Ryl noted. “Get some rest. We’ll leave in the morning.”

      The phrenic counselor had recovered in measures as they progressed through the hidden pathway of the Erlyn. Pride dampened his words, yet on a few occasions, the solid, stony arm of the phrenic draped over Ryl’s shoulder for support. His shuffled steps grew steadier, yet they’d made poor time on their return.

      There had been few words shared between the two throughout the trek. Each was consumed with the thoughts within their heads. Ryl expected that the flurry of activity that enveloped his mind was likely mirrored by the elder phrenic. The day had been monumental for a varied host of reasons, both heart wrenching and hopeful.

      The ancient Erlyn carried a sense of peace, a hopeful wind that whistled softly through the trees. Ryl could still feel the weariness; he could see the effects written across her arboreal features. In places, branches sagged under the pressure. The undergrowth thinned; the impenetrable wall that blocked all sight and access between the trees seemed almost passable, though the feat was likely not worth the effort that would have been required. Even through all of this, the rippling effects of their actions, the mere planting of a seed was the most profound. It was a definitive action, a palpable sensation for those who knew how to understand. The hope tingled through his feet as each step made contact with the ground. It seemed to radiate outward in ripples, as if he walked across the surface of a vast pool of water.

      Beneath the hope, the undercurrent of sorrow was still present.

      The passing of Taben, the man Ryl knew as Da’agryn, weighed heavily on his mind. His loss likely affected the great woods far more than any could understand. He had been a part of her for generations. His death, if it could truly be called that, his absence, though anticipated for ages, was still a noticeable shift in makeup of the great forest. She would mourn his company until they were reunited again.

      Ryl understood that Taben’s final departure would be mourned by few. His presence was understood by only a handful. His death had been celebrated over one thousand cycles earlier when madness drew him to plunge from the top of the statue that honored his cause.

      The statue.

      The vision he’d witnessed during the transference haunted him. The pointed finger angled clearly toward the wastes of the Outlands. Why had Taben offered such an unveiled gesture into the wastes? The possibilities weighed on him. The options toyed with his mind.

      Though the clearing was quiet owing to the late hour, there were still several figures gathered around the central fire that, at the moment, burned bright. An aroma of freshly cooked meat saturated the air, the scent luring the pair onward toward the blaze. As many slumbered, the unfiltered, raw emotions of the unawakened were subdued.

      A silhouetted figure waved from the edge of the fire’s light. Ryl needed no other cues to recognize the form.

      Andr beckoned them to approach.

      There were others who ringed the fire, though Ryl could distinguish few of their identities from a distance. The signatures of two phrenics were easily noted while, surprisingly, the muted glow of a single unawakened shined from the grouping. With every approaching step, the identity of another seemed to resolve. The garb of the Vigil was readily identifiable; their confident pose was recognizable. Dav nodded in greeting.

      There was little question as to the other Vigil at his side. Though it spoke nothing of her competence and ferocity, it was Lenu’s height that gave her away. As strong and far more cunning than most of those accompanying her, she stood easily a head shorter than the figures that flanked both of her sides.

      Rolan waited beside Andr. The lines of concern were evident, clearly etched across his face, though he smiled in greeting. The departure of his child was sudden and unexpected. Though she was with more than capable companions, the uncertainty and the length of their absence, even with the warning, had likely been jarring.

      “I’m sorry for the haste of our departure.” Ryl’s words were heartfelt. He chose not to flavor his statement with any added emotion. Though there was a tugging, a remorseful sympathy from the alexen within, he couldn’t fathom the emotions of the father. He’d run for so long, fearing for their lives, Ryl felt responsible for heaping more discomfort on his shoulders.

      “How is Faya?” he inquired.

      “She sleeps soundly. She’ll be no worse for wear. Sarial’s timing was impeccable. She’s with her now.”

      The expression on Rolan’s face shifted as he responded, “I place no fault on you, Ryl. She has ever been a handful. I don’t pretend to understand the changes, the progression of the alexen in her body. The unpredictability, honestly, it scares me.”

      He laughed to himself for a moment, a halfhearted chuckle to which no one was privy to the joke.

      “It’s a strange thing living the way we’ve been forced to live,” he offered after taking a moment to collect himself. “I fear more for her mind now than her safety. I’ve struggled in the best of times. I’m at a loss now.”

      Ryl felt the approach, the growing warmth, though he listened sympathetically to Rolan’s confession. The sudden wave of emotion, disjointed and raw yet wholly honest and compassionate, whispered over the group.

      “You have done far more than most.” Sarial’s voice, melodic and compassionate, was the first to break the silence. She smiled at Ryl, placing her hand briefly on his shoulder as she brushed past.

      “I assure you that there are a great many within this clearing who would give anything to have a shred of the support you offer her daily.” She stopped a few steps before the father. “You’ve done the best you can, and she has thrived under your care. She will be forever among friends who understand and who will gladly help share her burden.”

      Though he worked adamantly to hide it, the moisture swelled in his eyes.

      “She’s a strong spirit, as you know more than anyone,” she continued. “By her own admission, the events of the day have shaken her, yet her resolve is stronger now than ever. She is beginning to understand the life that she will lead, and she accepts it.”

      Rolan opened his mouth to speak, but clamped it shut again as the words choked in his throat. He lowered his head for a moment, wiping his eyes with the back of his shirt. Sarial placed a hand on either of his shoulders. None interrupted the moment of silence.

      Ryl took a moment to catalogue the remainder of those gathered around the fire. He was somewhat surprised when his eyes met with the figure standing opposite his position. Cray smiled in greeting. The unawakened son of the mercenary had grown, matured significantly since the toxins that had clouded the alexen had been removed. Though he had much yet to learn, he stood with a confidence that was hitherto unheard of. Ryl felt his own alexen surge through his veins, bringing with it a sensation of pride.

      The last member gathered before the fire was seated on a stump to the side of Cray. His face was familiar, though Ryl failed to recall his name. He had been among the riders who followed Lieutenant Moyan, defecting to aid the tributes’ escape from the army. Likely a new arrival from Cadsae, his face was dirty, his eyes sunken. Ryl chuckled to himself quietly. The man looked as exhausted as he felt.

      Andr grinned as their eyes finally met again. He reached down to the stump at his side, lifting a serving plate laden with several chunks of grilled meat. He crossed around the fire, treading silently not to interrupt the moment between Sarial and Rolan. He offered the plate to Ryl and Paasek.

      “I saved what I could,” the mercenary whispered. “One of the Vigil brought down a deer this afternoon. A lucky treat.”

      Ryl thanked his friend as he ate hungerly. He knew that with the warmth of the fire and the food in his belly, the true measure of his exhaustion would soon set in.

      “Faya had another vision,” Sarial announced after she’d finished comforting the girl’s father. “Whether she can decipher them or not, she can provide no details other than professing that she must leave tomorrow.”

      Sarial’s hand remained on Rolan’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze before he opened his mouth to interrupt.

      “She will go nowhere unattended,” she continued. “Isn’t that right, Ryl?”

      The attention of the gathering shifted immediately to his side of the fire. He hurriedly swallowed the remaining morsel of food in his mouth.

      “Aye. We’ve yet to discuss the plans, though circumstances have necessitated that my time here be cut regrettably short,” he added. There was genuine regret in the statement. He’d longed for the time to reconnect with his friends. Though the passage of time had not been minor in the grand scheme of things, lifetimes of experiences had occurred. “We need to return to Cadsae as soon as possible. We leave in the morning.”

      A collective groan rose among a few of the onlookers surrounding the fire. Ryl had only just arrived. In many of their eyes, he had only just departed. The wounds of his departure were still fresh. Robbed from his servitude in The Stocks due to an early Harvest, he’d made waves prior to his leaving.

      His return was epic.

      His legend grew with every footstep.

      He’d shaken the very foundation of their prison. After delivering them to the safety of the Erlyn, he’d largely been absent, though not of his own choosing. Situations had again forced his hand, as he was assured they would again. He longed for the time to spend reconnecting with those he held closest.

      “Her visions have been largely accurate to this point. Her gift has proven paramount already. The future of these great woods, likely the future of us all, has her to thank for that.” Ryl’s admission was honest. Would they have found the subterranean chamber where the future of the Erlyn now waited? Would they have reached Da’agryn in time?

      Ryl noted the weary guard rise from his rest on the stump across the fire. An expression of discomfort was added to the exhaustion written across his face. Much of the conversation since Ryl and Paasek had arrived had been personal; he took a step forward as he cleared his throat.

      “I bring word from Captain Le’Dral.” The guard’s voice was tentative as he spoke. “The captain requests a report. Words of the occurrences at the waystation and atop the wall have been unsettling. He’d like the information from the source.”

      Ryl understood the logic. He nodded his head in agreement. The guard was a respected member of the shrinking inner circle whom they could trust, though his message lacked important insight that the captain would value.

      “Aye. He’ll have his report in a few days’ time,” Ryl added. “Get some rest, my friend. We’ll depart with you in the morning.”

      The guard was thankful to be released. With a small smile and a sloppy salute, he left the group, trudging off to find rest among the great trees. The collective attention of the group focused on his weary retreat.

      “There is more to your departure than a need to give report.” Lenu’s voice cut through the momentary shift in focus. Her words were more a statement than a question.

      Ryl nodded his head in response. “Damaris has moved beyond the shock of the king’s death. They’ve forgotten the city that was sacrificed for the perverted purposes that have corrupted them for a millennium.” The agitation grew in Ryl’s voice as he spoke. The alexen mirrored his anger, spreading heat as they burned through his veins. “Their patience for our rebellion has ended. Their feigned period of mourning has faded. They seek to bring Cadsae back into the fold.”

      The statement was of little shock to those surrounding the fire.

      “What is it that you intend to do?” It was Cray’s voice that responded. There was no hint of the meek subservience, a product of cycles held under the vicious rule of others. His words rang with a newfound confidence that brought a smile to Ryl’s face. Much had changed in the last moon.

      An ember popped from the fire, sending a small chunk of flaming stick skipping across the ground. Ryl ground the glowing section into the dirt.

      “The Erlyn needs time,” Ryl noted. “Her powers beyond these walls are fleeting at best. The reunion has only just begun. Every moment we can give her restores a measure of her influence. Any delay we can give her will aid us when it comes time to leave for Vim.”

      His gaze traveled to the shadowed edge of the woods in the distance before returning to his companions.

      “Those who now deem themselves rulers of this kingdom demand an answer, and I plan on delivering one,” Ryl growled. “Though likely unsurprising, it will be one that they will not find pleasant.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Cray’s voice interjected before the others could reply. His words were determined. Ryl saw the hint of fire stir within his eyes. Sarial gasped, covering her mouth gently with her hand. Her eyes went wide at the vehemence of the statement.

      Ryl grinned as he turned his head, meeting the gazes of Paasek and Andr in turn. He understood the phrenic counselor. The slim grin on the elder’s lips was the answer he sought. The hardening of the mercenary’s stare was followed by a subtle nod though there was an undeniable flicker of pride that sparked in his eyes. He pondered the thought for another moment before responding.

      “It risks much; there will be little safety where we go,” Ryl cautioned.

      “I’m not content to remain here, hidden away, while the fate of the kingdom is decided.” The anger in Cray’s voice grew with every word. Each was enunciated with more force than the last. The hint of motion in his eyes, the flames burning in their depths surged, far outpacing the reflection of the fire before him.

      Ryl understood the feeling that coursed through the tribute all too well. It hadn’t been long since he’d experienced the same.

      “You said we are free, yet all decisions have been made for us,” Cray continued, the words rolling off his tongue with likely more spite than he had intended, though Ryl forgave him for the insinuation. Andr stood with arms crossed, watching the scene unfold. For one who knew him as well as Ryl did, the amusement was undeniable.

      “The tributes have had little to no say in what happens,” he carried on, his tirade growing more forceful. “From the moment we were locked inside The Stocks, we have been silenced. We must be allowed a voice. Decisions will not be made in our stead any longer.”

      Lenu, of all, seemed to bristle with the comments. Her chest swelled as she primed for her retort.

      “That’s enough,” Ryl boomed as he released an unrelenting wave of pacifying emotion. Cray’s mouth snapped shut. Lenu’s aggravation was satiated; she released a long, slow yet steady exhale.

      “The freedom of the tributes has never been far from my mind since the day I left this wretched place.” Ryl’s voice was measured, yet his tone was powerful and direct. “It is true that situations have required certain decisions to be made without your counsel, and for that I am sorry.”

      He met the gaze of Cray, holding it for several moments. After a spell, the fierce expression written across the face of the unawakened softened. His head drooped; his gaze lowered to the ground.

      “I have crossed the world with the sole purpose of ensuring your freedom, ensuring the freedom of all the tributes.” Ryl too softened his voice as he continued. “You’ve no doubt heard tell of the horrors that were brought upon the city outside the walls. It was a sight you thankfully never witnessed, for it will haunt me for all eternity.”

      He met the eyes of several around the fire. Andr and Paasek had experienced the horrors firsthand. Lenu, Dav and the phrenics had been present at various times after the razing of the sprawling city. He could see flashes of the horrors reflecting in their eyes. Their distant stares focused on nothing in particular and the images burned into their minds.

      “You are free. I will say it again, and I truly mean it,” Ryl confessed. “If you or any of the tributes choose to leave the safety of the forest, to return to whatever destination you choose, that is up to you. Understand that the world beyond these walls, the city that has sprouted where Cadsae once was, has not undertaken a similar shift as you have experienced.

      “Though many openly support the tributes, welcoming the change, the division runs deep,” he continued. “Nearly all have weathered attempts on our life. Just the other night, more than a dozen—guards and innocent men and women, survivors of the horrors of Cadsae—were butchered inside these walls.”

      Sarial gasped again at the statement. A touch of color seemed to blanch from Cray’s face as he listened to the telling.

      “As it has and will forever, your brand will easily identify you.” Ryl sighed. “There are likely many who would seek tributes for the bounty you would bring.”

      As he finished, he turned his body, his pointed stare meeting with Lenu, Paasek and Andr in turn.

      “You’ve spent time training them to different extents; your assessment is welcome,” he admitted. “Where we go, violence is certain. There will be few of us, Ramm, Vox, Paasek and perhaps Paelec if he can be spared. Andr and Lenu, I want you to select even groups of Vigil and Guard. Lord Eligar may desire to add a few to the cause. Are there tributes proficient enough to form a contingent of unawakened?”

      Andr and Lenu met eyes for a moment. The Vigil was the first to respond.

      “Their training has been brief, though they progress admirably for ones who’ve never held a blade,” she intoned. Her voice was emotionless; her assessment was given-matter-of-factly, devoid of emotion. “It’s likely that they’ve witnessed more combat firsthand than we have.”

      “To a degree training them has mirrored my first training with you,” Andr acknowledged. “Unsurprisingly, most took to the instruction with ease. I’ve spent enough time among the guards to assess the talent, or lack thereof. It’s no offense to them, saying that there are a handful who fight as well if not better than the vast majority. From the simple standpoint of armed combat, I see no danger in including them. I’ve seen what even an untrained tribute can do when put to the test.”

      Andr’s eyes rested on Cray’s as he finished his statement. For a moment, Ryl witnessed the look that flashed between the pair.

      “I understand that feeling all too well,” Ryl admitted. His memory flashed back to moments in his recent past. Forced primarily out of desperation, his power had felt limitless. It was an exhilarating sensation. It terrified him, chilling him to the core. His thoughts darkened, as did the tone of his voice.

      “This can be a boon as much as it can be a curse,” he added. “Paasek, you have worked with them all. I welcome your estimation.”

      The phrenic stepped forward, holding his hands out before him, rubbing them together as he collected the warmth from the fire.

      “All have made strides, though I’d hesitate to test the mettle of most at the moment,” he intoned. “They are still too fresh, the emotions too raw and unpredictable.”

      Ryl noted Cray’s jawline tighten at the statement. He looked as if he was ready to retort, though he remained silent as the phrenic continued, “I would strongly advise against allowing any who show skills that fall under the elementalist sect to accompany you.”

      Ryl agreed immediately with the assessment. He and the massive phrenic knew firsthand the toll learning the skills exerted.

      “Matching the budding skills with that of a phrenic would be wise. The training would be invaluable. I fear we’ve been spread too thin to offer all the instruction that they require.

      “Who do you have in mind?” Ryl quizzed.

      “One stands across this fire as we speak,” Paasek confirmed. The light sparkled in Cray’s eyes. “His pedigree with a sword would be easily matched. The twins would be the next choice if they share the same sentiment. The silent one possesses a cunning level of agility that would benefit from your instruction. The other shows a proficiency with a bow that would have made Kaep proud. Paelec would be a valued mentor. As you said, they risk much, yet they represent the fate, the future of the phrenic.”

      There was silence around the fire for a few moments as all those pondered the assessments that were given. Cray struggled to maintain his excitement.

      “Cray, do Tash and Palon share the same sentiment as you?” Ryl inquired. “If they are willing, if they understand the consequences, I see little harm in their coming.”

      Cray nodded his head excitedly as he responded. Ryl noted the clear look of satisfaction written across Sarial’s face. Her gaze met his for a moment. The message contained within the depths of her eyes was transparent. She knew there was nothing she could do to stop them from going. She begged for their safety.

      “Of that I’m sure,” the tribute responded. His voice was assertive, lacking the bubbling excitement that his features had been unable to disguise.

      “You do well to hold your emotions in check,” Paasek added.

      “Rest will be a wise decision, as it will likely be a premium once we depart. If the twins are available, their council would be welcome.”

      Without a word, Cray nodded before turning on his heel, hastening to the tree that housed the required tributes. The group followed him with their eyes for a moment. Lenu and Paasek watched with the appraising eyes of his instructors. Andr’s face beamed with a sense of fatherly pride.

      “As for the youngest of our companions, though her input, her visions can be invaluable, on this journey, Faya’s company should travel no further than Cadsae,” Paasek intoned.

      The statement was received with an expected result. The relief that covered Rolan’s body was obvious. The tension that had congregated in his shoulders released in unison. His body seemed to shrink as he exhaled. Sarial offered a warm, heartfelt smile.

      “And fear not, I will break the news to young Aelin,” the phrenic counselor continued. “His strength would be welcome, yet I fear further breaking his young mind. Though he shows them not, the wounds of his last excursion are still too fresh.”

      The logic was sound. Aelin had been subject to the horrors of the Horde. Though his powers had blossomed as a product of the unimaginable stress, the risk was too great. He’d stood alone against an army, fighting with little more than a stick. The destruction he’d wrought was incredible. Despite little hope of survival, he’d held off the Horde, saving Breila in the process. One day, he would be a force to be reckoned with.

      It was only a matter of moments before Cray returned with the twins in tow. They walked with eager steps, Tash following behind Andr’s boy. Palon remained at the rear; his stealthy gate made him appear to slide across the clearing.

      “Count us in,” Tash announced as they approached.

      Ryl grinned as he noted the changes. He greeted his friends warmly, though no introductions were needed. Time was short; there was much that needed to be discussed.

      With the acknowledgment of the group that was to depart, the conversation shifted to the task at hand. The message they were to deliver would need to be clear. What little information they’d garnered from Le’Dral’s spies confirmed that the seat of power still remained in the capital city of Leremont. Andr briefly relayed what he knew of the capital while refraining from rendering any sort of concrete judgment until they could convene in full with the entirety of their team. Though he was familiar with the city, Le’Dral and Lord Eligar were sure to have a better grasp of the inner workings of the nobility.

      As the time progressed, Ryl could feel the weariness that had been temporarily satiated by the impromptu meeting assert its will once more. He could feel the exhaustion of the day’s labors in every extremity. His arms and legs were weak. He wavered slightly as he stood.

      “Then we are all in agreement,” Ryl announced after a spell. Around the group, heads nodded in silent assent. “Collect what supplies you need for the journey. Prepare those who will accompany us. Get some rest; we leave in the morning.”

      The group separated, each hastening to the advancement of their prescribed task. Andr grinned as he crossed to the other side of the fire, catching Cray before he retreated for the night. Sarial moved purposefully to Ryl’s side. He could feel the warmth, the comfort radiating from his hand as she rested it on his shoulder.

      “Watch over them, Ryl,” she whispered.
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      Though the exhaustion had seeped deep into his bones, Ryl found himself awake early. Earlier than normal. He greeted the sun as the first rays of light streaked through the opening in the canopy high overhead.

      Unsurprisingly, it was Andr who first awaited him beside the remains of the night’s fire. He sat on a bench fashioned from a log; he stared with a detached gaze into the undulating embers before him. The coals, though the glow from the blaze had vanished, generated waves of heat, cutting through the slight chill of the early morning.

      The mercenary smiled as he tossed a chunk of bread to Ryl. The experience of warm, freshly baked bread was a luxury he was rarely afforded prior to his departure from The Stocks. He held the warm morsel to his nose for a moment, closing his eyes, enjoying the soothing experience of the fresh delight.

      “You’re up early,” Andr commented. There was no surprise in his statement.

      “I’d be more surprised if yours wasn’t the first face to greet me in the morning,” Ryl replied with a smile.

      Andr issued a half chuckle at the retort, shifting to his side, allowing Ryl to fit on the log beside him. Though the sun had only just graced the sky, he knew the area would soon be flooded with activity. Soldiers still maintained their regimented schedules. Rising early was an affliction that the tributes would likely find hard to break.

      He still suffered almost daily.

      “Is he ready?” Ryl quizzed, though his tone was sympathetic.

      Andr bit off a large hunk of bread, chewing slowly as he pondered. Avoiding the answer as he was lost in his thoughts.

      “I meant what I said last night,” Andr responded calmly though his voice was colored by a hint of agitation. “I’ve seen much of the stock that the kingdom places in their defense. Their skills will be more than sufficient.”

      The mercenary paused. It was obvious his statement was far from over. His gaze roved the interior of the clearing, pausing for a moment on one tree in particular. Ryl had no doubt the identity of at least one of the occupants inside the natural wooden chamber. He bit off a hunk of the warm bread, savoring the flavor as he waited for his friend. After a moment, Andr sighed, as his body could no longer bear the strain of the information.

      “Is it a fool’s mission to bring them along?” Andr asked. The insecurity of his voice was startling. Ryl had never witnessed the likes from his stoic companion.

      In truth, Andr had simply posed the question that Ryl struggled with until long after he’d lain down to rest. Though their martial education, their phrenic training had far surpassed where he had been at a comparable point, there was a concrete fear that threatened to consume him. Too many had been lost under his watch. All knew the risks, yet he had been tasked, rightly or wrongly, with their protection. The fear of failure rooted him to his seat.

      The beginnings of activity were brewing inside the clearing. The earthen chambers under the trees were spilling their inhabitants out into the day singly or in pairs. His eyes focused on a group of three who shuffled from the tree opposite where they sat. They moved with hesitation to their steps. Even from afar, the panic in their eyes was noticeable.

      They were among those Ryl and his companions had freed from the facility in the shadows of the Martrion ruins.

      The shells of the tributes, though they had recovered much of their motor skills, still spoke little. They seemed content with the menial tasks that consumed the bulk of their days.

      Ryl stopped himself as the thought took root. There was no satisfaction. There was no joy, yet there was no overt discomfort to their days. The activity was a distraction. Likely a welcome distraction from the horrors that lurked in the shadowed recesses of their minds. Though from all he could sense, from the little conversation they would engage in, they had yet to be exposed to the curse of the nexela, they were haunted nonetheless.

      “I don’t know, Andr,” he muttered. “The answers that should be clear have become clouded. I can doubt every choice I’ve made. I can find faults in every action I’ve taken over the last cycle.”

      Andr’s gaze had fallen squarely on Ryl, though now he followed the tangent of his eyes. Grinning as he noted the objects of his attention.

      “They have you to thank, Ryl,” the mercenary replied. “Look around you; all here have benefited from the actions you question. I included.”

      Ryl met his eyes; the emotion contained in the depths was overwhelming.

      “You’ve never been one to give up, even at the sake of your own well-being,” Andr continued. “You cannot blame yourself for those who’ve been lost along the way. Neither can you leave the business at hand unfinished.”

      The activity of the morning had quickly escalated. The quiet serenity of their conversation was interrupted by the steadily growing commotion of the early morning.

      “We’ll see them home, Ryl,” the mercenary added as he rose, stretching as he reached his feet. The resolve in his voice hardened, a sentiment that Ryl desperately needed to hear.

      “Aye, that we will,” he whispered as he found his footing.

      The pair found themselves in the mix of soldiers and tributes. Though they had only recently awoken, word had spread quickly about the impending departures. Ryl’s discomfort from the undue attention mounted. As expected, Andr weathered the storm with apparent ease. Thankfully, the focus shifted as more tributes greeted the morning.

      The wild sensations of the untrained, unawakened phrenics swelled exponentially as their numbers increased steadily. Heart-wrenching sadness mingled with overwhelming joy. Devastating uncertainty coupled with unyielding confidence that bordered on haughty arrogance. Ryl felt the maddening mix grating at his mind. His insides contracted; his stomach twisted as the emotions rolled through him. Even the alexen inside his veins seemed pensive, disrupted by the confusing mixture.

      Ryl took the moment of levity to greet his closest friends, who, as he expected, had remained apart from the majority of the others. Their sense of his emotions was welcome, even after all the changes that had occurred. They understood him better than most ever would.

      He worked to paint the fake smile on his face as he approached, though he knew the effect would be lost on most. Most viewed him with a look that bordered on sympathy. Though they had been apart, they felt the definitive pull of duty that dragged him onward. They witnessed but a piece of the call of destiny that weighed on his shoulders. Zed towered over the group, his massive arms wrapped around young Aelin’s chest. Tash and Palon, each with a modest pack slung over their shoulders, stood on either side of Luan. For once, the joy, the familiar emotion that seemed permanently etched on Tash’s face was gone, replaced by a hardened look of determination.

      Palon’s eyes shifted as they scanned the happenings of the morning. His gaze met Ryl’s, where they locked for a moment. As he approached, the motion of the eyes of the silent twin had bordered on frantic. Now the calm, cold determination was chilling. Luan remained in her typical position, hemmed in protectively between the pair. The look on her face was withering.

      “One day, this will be over, will it not?” The abject joy of the squirming babe in her arms was chilled by her icy stare.

      “Nothing will change unless we aid it,” Ryl replied. His answer did little to appease the incensed mother. “They’ve made the decision of their own volition. I will watch over them, as will the phrenics. We’ll be home soon.”

      She offered a short, curt laugh.

      “Home,” she whispered. “That is a dream worth waiting for.”

      The cooing of little Rylan in her arms increased to a hungry moan.

      “See to it that you find your way back.” Her eyes met his before she stepped forward, folding him into a quick, yet heartfelt embrace. Her parting with the twins brought tears to her eyes, though she quickly dabbed them away with her sleeve.

      The parting words were few, yet meaningful between the remainder of his companions. Aelin of all was surprisingly subdued. Paasek’s estimation of the youth was shockingly accurate. He wasn’t ready for the world that was to greet them. He’d already seen, already experienced far more than most could, or should, in a lifetime.

      “Watch over them until I return, my friend.” Ryl jostled the youngster’s hair, steeling his core with a thin layer of woodskin as the crushing embrace enveloped his lower body. Aelin’s grip was firm, yet showed remarkable control.

      “Listen to the phrenics,” Ryl said as he stepped back from Aelin, raising his voice so that the entire group could hear. “Listen to the woods. Practice the budding skills, for they will grow easier in time.” He ended his statement, letting a feeling flow over his friends. It was raw; it was powerful; it had sustained him for cycles.

      It was hope.

      With a final nod, he bid farewell to his friends. Tears flowed freely from Luan’s eyes. Odus and Quinlen stepped forward, filling the voice where the twins, her ever-present providers, had stood. Rikel remained a step behind.

      Absent from the group were Sarial and Elora. He’d bid farewell to the elder of the pair late the previous night. They had conversed for a time after the meeting had adjourned, sitting together on a natural wooden bench before the fire. For a few moments, there was a startling normalcy to the conversation. There was no separation, no gap, that he had felt grow between others as a result of the circumstances that now dominated his life. They talked as if they had never been apart.

      The normalcy, even though it was momentary, was welcome.

      His thoughts turned to Sarial, the closest thing to a mother he’d known since he had been abandoned. He had been conveyed into the dreaded black wagon, given to the kingdom that had stolen his youth. Her sadness at his early departure, at the departures of three more of the children she’d helped raise into young adulthood, was profound, yet through it all, there was a resounding joy. Ryl had never witnessed the woman glow as she now did. The signature of her alexen was bright, though dimmer than others; it was her own happiness that shined like the sun.

      He smiled to himself as they crossed the clearing toward the stables that had been constructed along the edge of the forest. A small group stood separate from the guards who maintained the small herd of mounts. Ten horses were hitched to the railing of the fence, saddled and ready to ride. A small pack of supplies was tied to each.

      Jeffers strode forward as they approached. He nodded politely to Cray, Tash and Palon. Ryl stopped as the others carried on to the horses. Ryl had done his best to stifle the nagging discomfort at the thought of not seeing the mender before his hasty departure. Among those tasked with the protection, or enslavement, of the tributes, he counted Jeffers as his first true friend. The mender had always been kind, carrying out his duties with compassion and a scientific interest that supplanted the violence and hatred that radiated from most of the other guards.

      “I was going to welcome you back, my friend.” Jeffers smiled in greeting. “I’ve longed for a moment of conversation though it seems our time is destined to be short, as always.”

      Ryl reached out to meet the mender’s outstretched hand. He noted the perceptive eyes of Jeffers pause for a moment as they noted the fresh markings on his right palm.

      “A tale for another time, I suppose.” Ryl grinned. “We deliver a message to the capital, yet if time allows, I aim to free the facilities. Have you uncovered anything from the tome we collected from the first?”

      Jeffers offered a pained smile as he responded. Ryl would have known the answer without words, as the stubborn look of defeat was etched clearly into the features of his face.

      “I’m afraid the shorthand, or code, they used has baffled my attempts to garner any true secrets.” His voice was heavy with a profound feeling of defeat. “In truth, my time has been consumed by the care of the wounded. We’ve buried far too many. I fear the fields surrounding Tabenville may resemble more of a graveyard when all is said and done. Though the mystery frustrates me daily, I’m not sure that I want to break the code. The vile instructions contained inside, the horrors they’ve created should remain a secret.”

      Ryl understood the sentiment. Of the Lei Guard, each and every one was once a tribute. The alexen, though diminished by the mask of the poison forced upon them, had been milked from their bodies, replaced by the controlling concoction, the taint of the nexela. The lifeless, hidden acres inside the Erlyn were a chilling sight. They were in the care of the benevolent woods now. Though none had returned from the hidden clearing, he trusted that when the forest had completed that which she’d set to accomplish, they would be released.

      What state they would find themselves in was a question that plagued his mind daily.

      “There was little to spare, though I’ve packed a small amount of medical supplies,” the mender added. A wave of sadness crossed his normally impassive face. “See to it that you return safely, my friend.”

      Jeffers pulled Ryl into a brief embrace before striding across the chamber. A solitary phrenic stood at the forest’s edge. Jeffers’s guide to the clearing at Tabenville. The mender turned, offering a wide parting smile.

      Faya, skipping across the clearing, nearly collided with the retreating mender. For an instant, a flash of annoyance clouded his face, fading quickly with a grin and a shake of his head. Expectantly, Rolan was close behind; the apologetic look seemed to be ingrained upon his face as his child grew more confident in her abilities and carefree about the world around her.

      Ryl had only moved a few paces before Faya reached his side with Rolan in tow. The father carried a single large pack draped over his shoulder.

      Ryl reached out, collecting the bag from the overburdened father.

      “Your load continues to be far greater than mine, my friend.” Ryl grinned as he slung the bag over his shoulder. The tributes had little to nothing in the way of personal possessions. In most cases, the clothing on their backs were all they claimed, though the master had made a point to reinforce that they were still the property of the kingdom.

      Faya and her father were only marginally better off in terms of personal possessions. They had fled from the coming hunters, departing with nothing more than they could carry. Even so, the bulk of their weight had been provisions, long gone after the moons. Rolan grinned; a touch of the concern lifted from his frame at the hands of the mild humor. Together, they closed the distance to the horses.

      A fairly substantial gathering awaited them at the edge of the paddock. Ryl smiled as the collective represented all the factions that had stood together, save one. Eligar had been pivotal in his escape from The Stocks. The crafty lord’s arrival in Cadsae Proper had been unplanned, yet likely instrumental in their survival.

      Though the bond between all had been forged by the hardship of survival, the distinct groupings were clear. Lenu stood alongside Dav, representing the Vigil. They would add Nielix to the group once they arrived in Cadsae. Beside them, the phrenics Paasek and Paelec remained stoic as they watched the gathering with their eyes. Ramm and Vox would be recalled from the palisades upon their arrival. The phrenic Rhoane had already departed in the dark hours of the night with a contingent of Vigil, set to relieve the others on the wall. They would man the watch as the group moved toward the capital. Only two phrenics, Taq and Ghen, remained within the Erlyn.

      At the moment, Andr was the sole member representing the guard, though Le’Dral would undoubtedly add others with more intimate knowledge of the inner workings of Leremont to the group. To his side, the tributes Cray, Tash and Palon looked out of place. Though they maintained an air of calm, Ryl could feel the uncertainty radiating off their bodies. He focused, forcing a controlled wave of calm over the trio. Their eyes shifted to him in unison. He nodded subtly in reply.

      To the side of the gathering, the single rider from Cadsae leaned wearily against his mount. The prospect of the lengthy ride was not a charge that appeared at all welcome. There were few words to be said as the group mounted the assigned horses. Ryl tied Rolan’s pack to the back of the saddle, waiting as the man climbed atop his mount. He hoisted Faya up, seating her in front of her father.

      Ryl and Andr were the final pair to mount. The mercenary quickly gathered a small bundle that had leaned inconspicuously against the railing of the paddock.

      “For our newest companions.” He smiled as he unrolled the cloth, revealing its lethal contents. The package contained a pair of daggers, two swords and a single quiver that bristled with arrows. Andr tossed the sheathed daggers to Ryl, who caught the sheathed projectiles with ease, shaking his head with mild annoyance.

      “It’ll take time to get fully accustomed to these,” he added as he passed a sword and the quiver to Tash. “The weight of them on your belt, the slap of the sheathes against your skin will soon become second nature.”

      He beamed with pride as he handed the last sword to Cray.

      Ryl grinned as he distributed the daggers to the oft-silent twin. A slight nod of his head was all he achieved for a reply. Andr collected the final weapon, a bow, handing it to Tash.

      With all mounted, he spurred his horse onward, leading the group toward the edge of the woods. As they approached the wall of trees, he pivoted in the saddle, calling the youngest of their group forward.

      “Faya, can you open the pathway for us?” he inquired.

      The youngster beamed with pride as she nodded her head excitedly. He watched her eyes shut, scrunching her face in apparent effort. A moment later, the rustle of leaves signaled her success. The tunnel was straight and long, disappearing into the darkened gloom of the woods.

      A breath of air wafted from the opening. The feeling of hope washed over them as the Erlyn took the opportunity to bid her farewell.
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      Shimmering patches of multicolored light sparkled in the gloom of the stone hallway. The reflections morphed as the glow reflected off the myriad jewels embroidered onto Lord Kagran’s apparel. Opulent was too mild a word to describe the glut of riches he wore during even the most banal of tasks.

      For a moment, his eyes travelled to his chest before lifting his ring-covered fingers. The patches of light moved at his command, though he was at a loss at which precise stone issued which flash of color.

      His momentary distraction was short lived. The potency of the stench that choked the air bordered on unbearable. He removed a cloth from his breast pocket, holding it against his nose. He sighed as he breathed in a deep drag of the floral-scented handkerchief.

      Experience had taught him a hard-learned lesson. His first venture to his hastily constructed facility ended nearly as soon as it had begun. The overwhelming stench was too much for his stomach to bear. Lord Kagran had gagged, retching the contents of his lunch, splattering his gold-trimmed slacks with bile and undigested food.

      His visits to the facility had become a daily ritual. With the death of the king, the loss of the tributes, and word of the destruction of the processing facility at the Martrion ruins, he’d taken no chances with the resources under his control. He had assumed power by strength alone.

      Lord Kagran was a calculating, yet cautious man. His movements among the capital were guarded, his schedule a closely kept secret. The nearly silent padding of seven sets of feet that trailed behind him spoke to the persistent guard that traveled in his wake. The Lei Guard had supplemented his usual troop of personal soldiers. Though his men were skilled, they stood no chance against the legendary ferocity and viciousness of the black-cloaked warriors.

      With the accumulation of all the remaining elixir under his thumb, he all but assured his rule would be eternal.

      Kagran was wise enough to understand the fatal error of existing among the nobility without the safety net of leverage. What better leverage to hold than the Blessing of the King? Men and women would claw each other to shreds with their bare hands, resorting to primal urges for the opportunity to be allowed to partake in the vaunted ceremony.

      He would have compliance, or the precious elixir would cease to flow.

      More aptly, cease to be distributed.

      He grinned to himself as the mirth of the present caught him unprepared.

      His supply would never run dry. His life and his power would be eternal.

      Lord Kagran hammered his fist against the solid steel door as he reached the end of the tunnel. Only the slight, hollow notes of his pounding made it to his ears as they echoed through the chamber beyond.

      He took a step back, tapping his foot as he waited impatiently for a response from within. His vision traveled over the secured doorway. There were no gaps around the seams. The thick metal door and the room beyond was inset a finger width into the stone floor of the hallway. A single thin strip, roughly at eye level, was cut into the panel. The sound of steel grating against itself stung his ears as the port opened slowly, revealing a beady set of eyes from beyond.

      “Let me in.” He barked the command. “I have no patience for your delay, mender.”

      The eyes squinted slightly at the barb, though Lord Kagran ignored the change. They shifted from side to side before pausing for a casual inspection of his body. Internally, he raged at the blatant disregard for his command. The masters of the Menders’ order had willingly accepted his rule. Though none outwardly opposed him, there was a mounting tension among their elite as his control over the tributes had unsettled the consistency of the ages.

      Their relationship was symbiotic to a point. Without them, there would be no more testing, no more tributes, and no more Blessing of the King. The stock of the fabled elixir would hold him and many of the others over for ages, yet he demanded more. Without him, their most profitable practice, their royal importance would cease to exist.

      They alone understood the truth of the processes involved with testing, harvesting, and producing the elixir. Only a select few were ever privy to the information, though none was recorded in anything but illegible shorthand.

      After a moment’s pause, the portal to the chamber slammed shut. Lord Kagran tamped down his anger as the delay continued. It was several moments before the groan of the massive hinges signaled the opening of the massive door. The reinforced steel plate was enormously heavy, measuring more than his hand’s width thick.

      He was content, as there was no force on the planet that could force through this door. The chamber itself was hidden beneath nearly ten meters of solid stone. It was a peculiar sensation, yet he could feel the power emanating from the elixir when he sat atop the throne well above in the Hall of the King. The narrow, well-concealed entrance was accessible through his personal chambers alone. Guarded from outside and within by several teams of the dreaded black guard, it was impervious to assault. They answered to him, and to him alone. At his orders, any attempt to bribe their way into their graces was to be treated as an act of treason.

      They would be the adjudicator and the executioner.

      The price for the act, a swift, yet gruesome death.

      He snarled at the mender as he pushed into the chamber. Even with the scented cloth to his face, the stench inside the room was potent. The air was heavy, thick with the scents of death and decay. He had ordered incense to be burned inside the vault, yet it was overpowered by the strength of the opposing, vicious scents.

      The room he entered was spacious. Several rows of shelves stretched out from the rear wall. They were fully laden, covered by organized racks of small vials. Workspaces covered with the accumulation of the menders’ implements dominated the closer section of the room. A team of menders, seemingly as aged as the first, worked diligently on the solutions in the glasses before them.

      The raw ingredients required for the Blessing.

      “To what do we owe the pleasure today, Lord Kagran?” The mender’s voice was even, monotonal, seeming to drone on devoid of emotion. He offered a feeble bow. “There is little of import to report.”

      Kagran struggled to maintain his rising anger at the growing impudence of the menders. Most among their elite brethren, those knowledgeable in the dark arts surrounding the production of the Blessing, had refused to interact with him. Though they cast caustic glances in his direction as their eyes separated themselves from their labors for a moment at a time. The mender standing before him now was among the highest ranking in their order. He was the spokesperson and the means by which the king’s orders were disseminated to his subordinates.

      “I grow frustrated with the speed of the process, Mender Morlay,” Lord Kagran growled at the wizened mender. The look of passive innocence, a permanent fixture on the mender’s face, remained untarnished by the insult.

      Menders, in general, maintained a rigid, stoic, emotionless professionalism. Those of the lower classes were far more susceptible to allowing the occasional glimpse into the true feelings that lay disguised beneath their inquisitive personas.

      The higher echelon were virtually unreadable.

      It was a trait he detested.

      With no bearing on their emotions, he found the ability to assert his will far more difficult. His only leverage at the moment was the will of the Lei Guard.

      “The current time schedule is unacceptable. It needs to be adjusted,” he ordered. “Milk every last drop of alexen in their veins, then convert them into the Lei Guard without delay.”

      Morlay cocked his head to the side slightly; his eyes squinted though his lips remained locked in a steady line of indifference.

      “Increasing the rate of the drain will reduce the overall yield substantially,” Mender Morlay droned. “With all due respect, your understanding of the processes involved with converting the tributes is limited. Rushing the implementation will decrease the rate of successful conversion. It will take centuries to recover from the losses we have sustained. Few if any will likely survive.”

      “I care not whether they live or die. They are inconsequential,” Lord Kagran roared, though he quickly regained control of his composure. “Greed, Morlay. The greed of the other houses has no bounds. At the present, there is nowhere suitable within the wall of the palace, within the walls I can secure for their number. The Harvest from my house has paid dividends; their bodies have run their course. Whether they are among the Lei Guard I command, or they’ve been reduced to ash, it is not my concern.”

      Kagran crossed the room, gazing longingly at the massive system of shelving that lined the rear of the chamber. Each shelf was full, segmented and labeled with row upon row of vials. The elixir, a product of thousands of lives spread across countless cycles, was limitless. He stared at the untold thousands of vials, each churning with a viscous blackened liquid, with an expression of unguarded lust. He alone controlled the stockpile of the precious liquid. The mender moved hastily across the room, placing his body protectively between Kagran and the unlimited power that rested in vials on the shelving behind him.

      “I needn’t remind you that your most recent dose was less than a week ago, Lord Kagran.” The mender was cautious with his words. “You will not be due again until the next moon.”

      He glared at the mender for an extended moment, both men seemingly locked in a visual struggle of wills.

      “I aim to level the field among the houses,” he continued, though his eyes still roved the stock of elixir with a hunger that threatened to overpower him. “Milk every last drop from the supply we have on hand. Discard or abandon whatever waste fails to take to converting to the Lei Guard. For a time, processing in Damaris will cease.”

      The mender opened his mouth to speak. Lord Kagran cut him off with a look of daggers and a raised hand.

      “There will come a time, and soon, when your experiments will be returned to you. The preparations must be made; the supply must be protected.” Lord Kagran spun slowly, regarding the confined chamber with a look of confidence. “Security must be ensured. At the present moment, the Harvest represents more of a liability than they’re worth.”

      He finished his rotation as his words ended. His determined gaze landed squarely on the mender. He felt the authority that exuded from his very core. It pulsed from his body in waves. It was a look that would have withered most who were unfortunate enough to stand in its path. The seasoned mender didn’t flinch, meeting the glare without a blink.

      A rhythmic pattern of knocks sounded on the heavy steel door that separated the hidden chamber from the hallway. The prescribed pattern identified the caller, though his blood boiled at the interruption.

      “Come,” he called. The agitation in his voice was sincere. No barrier of metal or stone would have disguised the emotion.

      The mender shuffled to the doorway, slowly opening the massive panel. Lord Kagran snarled as the form of his youngest child crossed the threshold of the chamber. His nose wrinkled in disgust, yet his constitution was strong. For all of his faults, Kagran found appreciation in that.

      Throughout his centuries, Lord Kagran had sired his share of children, most with different mothers. His harem had grown substantially, though over the last several decades his desire for carnal pleasures had declined as his greed had assumed full control over his actions.

      Tev stood before him, the last in a lineage of children that he cared not to number. The youth had just surpassed his eighteenth cycle. It was the age when, like his siblings, he had accepted the Blessing. He inspected the youth as he entered; he was a peculiar child, reared from an unintended womb.

      His mother had never known the comforts of his noble house. Her foray into the world of nobility had lasted less than a cycle. Her sentiments and flawed sensibilities had made her a liability he was welcome to be rid of.

      Soon after his birth, he had rid himself of the hassle.

      Tev’s rearing and education were handled mainly by others. For a moment, he scrutinized his memory, struggling to recollect moments of camaraderie or mirth shared between father and son. His recollection faded quickly as the annoyance of the interruption swelled anew.

      “Apologies for the interruption, my lord,” Tev blurted out before Lord Kagran could berate the messenger. His son offered a bow as he addressed his elder. His king.

      Clever, he thought. There had never been a question about his son’s intelligence, though he lacked the ruthless instinct of many of his elder siblings.

      “I would not have come if the message was not urgent,” he continued, unabashed by the withering look from his father. There was a definite excitement to his voice, though the expression failed to register across his face. “Word arrived from the menders who identified the tribute. The ripples of discontent from the recent changes have them worried.” Tev chose his words carefully as he spoke. “The child is now en route to Leremont.”

      Now, this was unexpected, fortuitous news.

      “How long until the tribute arrives?” Kagran inquired; though lessened, the edge to his voice remained.

      “A matter of days,” Tev replied.

      After all the cycles, time was something Lord Kagran had grown accustomed to having. At the present, he found himself curiously anxious, as the days were running thin.

      “Morlay, you have your orders,” he barked. “Clear the facilities by the time the next tribute arrives.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he stormed from the room. Tev followed in his wake, a step in front of the black-cloaked guard who trailed him like a murderous shadow. Kagran turned his head, calling to his son as he moved steadily down the darkened hall.

      “The time has come for you to be initiated into the true ranks of this house,” he offered over his shoulder. “The sponsorship of a tribute will be yours. In time, so too will the Blessing of the King.”
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      It was late morning of the following day when Ryl and his companions first laid eyes on the sprawling settlement of Cadsae. Crude habitations had spread north on either side of the road, invading upon the fields of crops that had once resided there. It was inside the fields to the left that Ryl had sheltered with Cavlin the fateful night of the master’s demise.

      His thoughts darkened, as they tended to do when they breached that subject. The influence of the demons that had infected The Stocks, commanding the early portion of his life, was not easily broken. Nearly every building, every feature of the fertile landscape bore a trace of their influence. Lingering memories and trauma were spread throughout.

      He shook off the unsettling thoughts, slowing his horse to a stop as the settlement came fully into view. The activity of the once sleepy village, tucked into the corner of the palisades, was frantic in comparison to the sleepy norm he’d grown accustomed to. He expected that it was a change he’d never truly be used to. Citizens and guards moved about without hesitation, moving to complete whatever design they intended.

      Atop the walls, soldiers patrolled in regimented order. Though a few watched over the square and village below, the attentions of the majority were focused on the terrain outside the wall. A breeze blew in from the sea to the south, welcoming them back to the coastal settlement. The heavy scent of brine was flavored with a potent, stale odor of ash. Though the fires had long since been extinguished, tendrils of lingering scent remained.

      The extreme nature of the changes was startling. The world outside had never encroached upon the land inside The Stocks. Few now ventured beyond the walls for fear of the death that lingered outside the gates. There was little sense of confidence in their safety and security beyond the protection of the walls. Many had nothing left to return to, as much of the city had been razed by necessity. The volume of death had been too great to maintain. The graveyard had become a pyre.

      Ryl’s attention focused on the solitary gate that spanned the gap between The Stocks and the world beyond. The blackened mouth of the Pining Gates that had haunted his dreams for cycles was nowhere to be found. Daylight streamed through the open doors, accompanied by a mitigated flow of humanity. Few seemed to be exiting the security of The Stocks; their number greatly exceeded those entering. Only a handful of stragglers wandered in from the razed city beyond.

      The central square was crowded; its inhabitants stood in large, regimented groups. The drab, unmarked green of House Eligar controlled the area. As he watched, a contingent of Fay’s troops marched through the open gates, heading south to the ports. Ryl viewed the affair silently. There was no fanfare as the soldiers filed from The Stocks. Outside of his circle of close confidants, little was known about the timely arrival of Fay’s troops. Though the rumors that circulated were wide ranging and varied, few knew the true reason for their coming.

      Few of these cared for the political ramifications of their arrival.

      Many citizens, survivors of the massacre of Cadsae Proper, owed them their lives. The gratitude ran deep and eternal. The gift of life was something tangible, far more potent than anything the kingdom had thus far provided.

      The guard, the messenger who had accompanied them back from the Erlyn, reined his horse alongside Ryl.

      “Captain Le’Dral will need a report,” the guard said. “I’ll inform him that you’ll be arriving shortly.”

      “Aye, we won’t be far behind,” Ryl acknowledged.

      With a brief salute, the guard spurred his horse into a canter as he approached the swelling city. Rolan, with Faya perched on his lap, filled the gap where the soldier had been. He met Rolan’s eyes for a moment; they darted across the dramatically enlarged settlement with a profound sense of concern. They’d hidden from densely populated areas, keeping to the backwater towns and villages when possible. The close proximity to so many thousands was unnerving. He was well aware of the threats that still lingered within the population. Much had changed, though the sentiment that had sealed the fates of him and his child still lingered.

      He twisted in the saddle, bringing his gaze on the trio of unawakened who stopped a meter behind his position. Cray and Tash scanned the surroundings with a disturbing look of rigor and uncertainty. The wounds that had been formed over cycles of surviving the cruel settlement and its masters would not likely heal soon.

      “Welcome home,” Ryl commented.

      “There isn’t much left to recognize.” Tash’s voice was distant. Ryl watched as his eyes stopped for a moment as they catalogued the square that stretched out before him. The features of his face twitched as memories of the past returned uninhibited.

      Cray simply nodded his head as he too took in the changes that had occurred throughout the settlement. The sleepy village they had departed less than two moons earlier was nowhere to be found, lost far beneath the hectic accommodations that had been provided out of necessity.

      “Is this truly all that remains of Cadsae Proper?” Cray whispered the question.

      “Aye, it is,” Ryl responded. “Though I’m afraid the true number is far less than you can imagine. Soldiers and guards make up much of the population. Though their pain has been brief, they’ve endured much.”

      The look on Cray’s face was haunted as he surveyed the square. Of the three, Palon alone appeared unaffected, though his eyes continued their rapid assessment of their surroundings. His hands lingered close to the handles of the twin blades strapped to his hips. Their eyes met for an instant only. The wicked chill of cold calculation was evident. He feared any who stood in the way of the budding phrenic even now.

      When his skills peaked, he would be a terrifying force.

      A flash of a smile crossed his features for a moment, though it receded as quickly as it came. For that instant, Ryl could see through the mask. The man beneath was torn. His skills were a boon, his powers had yet to blossom, yet his strength was unquestioned. Beneath it all, his true emotions were the ones that likely held sway. There was an underlying uncertainty and a fear that threatened to spill over.

      At that moment, Ryl regretted allowing them to come. They were skilled, that was true, yet they were untested. Their emotions were still too fresh, too raw. He knew too well the depth of the hurt they’d suffered over the cycles of imprisonment.

      Over the course of the last few days, as with the moons since he’d returned to The Stocks, there had been little opportunity to reconnect with his friends. They had pushed their horses hard, crossing the miles along the dusty road as expediently as possible. Riding in formation, they’d surrounded the least experienced among them, escorting them to the south. When they stopped for rest, they did so in shifts. Even though The Stocks had remained placid, their heightened alert had given little time for relaxation and conversation.

      Their company was welcome. Ryl was thankful that the gap that had formed between himself and many of the other tributes seemed less substantial. The divide was still crossable. They neither openly feared the uncertainty of his unquestionable strength nor revered him as their savior.

      Ryl’s eyes scanned the growing city before him. It moved with a shocking speed, a flurry of activity spurred by the recent reality of their own mortality. The rhythmic thumping emanating from the smithy had increased as a team of workers now manned the forges. A staccato chorus of distant hammering signaled the bevy of new construction that was well underway.

      As of yet, little attention was given to their arrival, as mounted patrols were common. He cringed; his stomach seemed to twist at the realization that this moment of anonymity would be short lived. The contingent of guards had noted their pause, watching them carefully, yet displaying no sign of alarm. Even from a distance, he was readily identifiable.

      His watchful gaze landed on Faya. She too viewed the commotion of Cadsae with a sense of trepidation, though the features of her youthful face were more difficult to read. She appraised the area with an apprehensive scowl, though her questioning gaze held the impression that she was searching for something. She snuggled her head against her father’s chest, her sightless eyes meeting Ryl’s. He blinked for a moment, focusing on the alexen as his thoughts turned to Da’agryn, to the knowledge and the skills that he’d provided. The flood of knowledge still struck him with a palpable force. He swayed for a moment as he focused on the object of his attention.

      A small grin crossed his face as he again opened his eyes to view his handiwork. A solitary butterfly, larger than his hand, floated downward, flapping its multicolored wings as it descended toward the youngster. Varying hues of vibrant oranges and yellows were separated by stark lines of black. Curiously, her gaze tracked the moving insect. Was she able to comprehend the shape of the illusion? Faya beamed with wonder as she held her hand out, stretching her fingers out for a perch.

      The butterfly bounced through the air, flapping rapidly as it alighted on Faya’s outstretched finger. She stifled a hushed gasp, an involuntary response, so as not to frighten the apparition. She appeared to study the creature for a moment as it spread its wings wide, showing off its patterned wings. Her gaze shifted to his; her smile was infectious.

      “It’s beautiful,” she added. “I can see its shape, yet I feel nothing as it rests on my finger.”

      Ryl grinned as he let the illusion fade. The butterfly form became hazy before vanishing, leaving a sense of loss as nothingness remained where the majestic insect had been.

      His breaths were measured, though he could feel the concrete effects of the exertion. Conjuring the illusions was still a taxing effort, though his endurance had grown rapidly. There had been thankfully little to occupy them on the rapid trek from the Erlyn. The Stocks had, for the moment, granted them a measure of peace that was welcome. Ryl had been anything but idle.

      With carefully planned precision, he’d undertaken a silent, solitary training regimen as the horses ate up the miles alongside the lazy river. His advent had started small, a single rock, partially buried in the soil where the hard-packed earth met the road. Water splashed as a large fish propelled itself into the air, its shimmering body flashed in the sunlight before it slipped back into the river. In the distance, the silhouettes of a pair of workers paused as they tended the crops before them, raising a hand in greeting. Faya had been a willing subject for his creative endeavors.

      With each attempt, the exhaustion followed. He pushed himself further and further with each illusion. At times, he wavered in the saddle as he delved too deeply into the training. He marveled at the unimaginable power required by the Erlyn to maintain control over her domain.

      “We’ve been here before,” Faya announced unrequested.

      “Aye, we’ve been here many times, my dear,” her father’s soothing voice answered.

      Faya shook her head; a frustrated scowl crossed her face for a moment before fading.

      “Yes, of course, Father. Not like this though,” she retorted. There was an assertive confidence to her reply. There was no question in her mind. “I’ve seen us here. I’ve seen the horses. I’ve seen the great boats floating at the port.”

      Ryl smiled at the child. She had been tight-lipped regarding her visions. Though they demanded her presence, she was unsure as to why. Her vision turned again to the growing city before them, scanning from the east where it met the wall to the newest of the sprawling construction to the west.

      “I’m needed here for something, yet I know not what.” There was frustration in her voice as her mind struggled to process the visions that were rumored to be notoriously faulty for the unawakened.

      Ryl let a wave of calm flow over the child as he responded. “Fear not, Faya. The alexen will provide the answer when the time is right,” he instructed. “I’ve experienced the same frustration as you do now. Trust that all will be revealed in time.”

      Faya smiled as she contemplated Ryl’s words. Rolan nodded his head in silent approval.

      “Let’s not leave the captain waiting any longer.” Ryl pivoted in the saddle so the remainder of his companions could hear. “Maintain the formation we have for miles. Rolan, Cray, Tash and Palon, I want you in the middle. I don’t anticipate any trouble, though we know there are elements who would willingly sacrifice themselves for an easy target. Paasek and Paelec, bring up the rear. It’d be wise to get out of the open quickly.”

      There was no questioning Ryl’s command. As they moved down the hill, the Vigil peeled off to either side, flanking Faya and Rolan. The trio of unawakened moved into position as they pressed forward. The guards manning the newly established northern border offered a rough salute though they made no attempt to slow the party. Ryl and the phrenics were somewhat of an anomaly to the regimented order installed by Captain Le’Dral. They were not soldiers of the guard, answering to no one, yet their orders were understood and unquestioned.

      They slowed but little as they moved through the busy street. The citizens and soldiers granted way for the party, most continuing about their prescribed business without distractions. Ryl was not oblivious to the whispers that followed his recognition. He could feel the press of the growing number of eyes that focused on the group. On him in particular. They angled along the outskirts of the central square, moving between the contingents of Lord Eligar’s troops and the run-down semicircle of original structures of Cadsae. Ahead, the master’s house and clinic stood alone. The press of activity that defined daily life in the budding town generally avoided the structure. The martial presence had swelled since they’d left only a few days past. Security would not be taken lightly.

      For a moment, a stab of worry dominated his thoughts. Had the violence that plagued the waystation played out in Cadsae as well? Would there come a time when a coordinated effort to topple the loose security, the freedom they’d achieved, would be forged from within? At the present, the enemies were far closer.

      The Horde, though a present source of anxiety, was secondary to the true threat. The human threat.

      The ranks of guards who surrounded the master’s house had been bolstered since Ryl and Paasek had departed only a few days earlier. A contingent of nearly fifty armed soldiers ringed the building, their heaviest number centered before the front entranceway.

      As they approached, Ryl noted the familiarity of many of the faces. Likely, the bulk if not all had been among those who’d accompanied them and the tributes into the Erlyn. Nielix separated himself from the group, striding over to meet them.

      The Vigil inclined his head in greeting as he collected the reins of Ryl’s horse as the phrenic slid to the ground. He surveyed the group, his eyes pausing for an extended moment on the three unawakened in the center of their group.

      “There’s likely a story.” He shrugged. “The captain will be no doubt interested in hearing. “I’ll save you from telling the details twice.”

      “Thank you, my friend,” Ryl admitted, patting the Vigil on the shoulder as he turned to assist Faya from her father’s horse. “There always seems to be a story.”

      Nielix snorted a short single laugh, grinning as he led the horse toward the hitching post and stable along the far side of the building. The words caught in his mouth as he noted Faya, who now stood at Ryl’s side.

      “Only a few scattered occurrences worth noting,” he replied cryptically. “One of which you are already well aware of. Thankfully, yours was by far the most … damaging.”

      His words were chosen with care. Though the timbre of his voice was pleasant, concern was laced with each word. Ryl nodded in silent understanding as the Vigil strode away. There was far more that he intended to say, though for the moment he held his tongue in the presence of the youngster.

      Nielix had been a troubling figure to him for some time. His early treatment of Ryl was an all too painful reminder that cruelty exists in all corners of the world. The idyllic, hidden marvel that was the city of Vim was a bastion for the phrenics, yet division still remained.

      He had long forgiven the man for his attitude. It was an attitude based out of sheer jealousy, flavored by the perceived affection of the one thing he could not succeed at.

      Kaep.

      Though neither had Ryl sought her affection, there had been a definite magnetism between the two. The sensations, the electric energy that had bloomed with even the slightest touch of their skin, was a phenomenon that had remained a mystery until the bitter end.

      The ancient woods had granted her understanding. Her aloof attitude toward him was a reaction to the realization of the true purpose of her inherent gifts. She knew their destinies were tied.

      Her end was assured, yet when the moment presented itself, there was no hesitation. She rushed headlong into disaster. It was her sacrifice that had saved them all.

      That saved him.

      He felt the tingle of excitement, nothing more than the hairs on his right arm standing on end as the thoughts spurred a response. Her essence was a part of him now. Though the alexen, the ingrained memories of countless phrenics flowed through his veins, it was her voice that rang with serine clarity.

      He had forgiven Nielix for that sin. The second was still far too difficult to reconcile. A phrenic had died due to his careless, untouchable attitude. Ryl had seen a change in the Vigil following Deyalou’s death. The cost of his reckoning was great, yet he’d proven his loyalty; his skills were unquestioned.

      Ryl’s attention turned to his companions, who had all dismounted save for Palon. He felt the sudden twitch of anxiety as he caught the gaze of the tribute locked onto a single point toward the south. Toward the gate. The alexen was only a moment behind, churning through his veins in anticipatory warning. Ryl took a step forward, placing his body in front of Faya and Rolan as the shouting arose from the entrance to the gates.

      Tension, though it was a predominant element, had still hung loosely in the atmosphere. With the advent of the coarse shouts, it descended, settling like a heavy mist, stifling the air. Though the words were unintelligible from where he stood, the emotion, the anger, was clear.

      A trio of newcomers stood just inside the inner gates. Guards within earshot rushed toward the commotion, hands hovering close to the handles of their swords. Their body language spoke more to the subject of the conversation than did the words whose meaning were lost across the distance.

      The trio consisted of two starkly differing elements. Without a doubt, two of the three acted as bodyguards. Swords hung easily from their hips; even with their animated gesticulating, their hands remained cautiously distant from their blades. They were both tall, well muscled, doing nothing to hide their martial influence. Ryl felt his breath catch for a moment.

      The pair had the distinct, nondescript appearance of the hunters.

      The third member of their group was a clear juxtaposition to their physically fit, prepared posture. The man shied back from the threat of the fray though his hands were upheld in a manner placating to both his partners and the guards alike. Like his companions, his travel clothing was rugged, showing the telltale signs of wear.

      Faya stepped to the side of Ryl, laying her hand for a moment on his left arm before striding forward, toward the fray.

      “I recognize that man,” she announced over her shoulder. “Father, that’s the mender who warned us.”

      Rolan’s gasp was audible as he hastened to catch up with his daughter. Ryl felt his heart surge as he moved forward in pursuit of Faya.

      “Andr, with me,” Ryl commanded as he walked. He needed no visual confirmation; he heard the slightly staggered footsteps of his friend on the hard-packed earth of the square.

      Oblivious or ignorant to the blatantly heated words that grew with ever-increasing clarity as they approached, Faya continued forward unimpeded. Her quickened gait turned to a slow skip as she approached the verbal altercation. Though sightless, she moved through the crowd with ease. Onlookers shuffled from the path without a word, ceding their way without a sound to the sightless child who strode carefree through their midst.

      Her passage was a balm to the agitation and tension that had overwhelmed the square. She tempered emotions as she passed, like water poured upon fire. Ryl felt the raw, yet shockingly focused waves of emotion pulse from her body, soothing as she moved forward.

      Her influence was felt at the gate before they had crossed half the distance to the center of the agitation. Both soldier and guard seemed to lose the fight that had swelled within them within an instant of each other. Their attentions turned from the armed foes at their sides to the gleeful approach of the child from within Cadsae.

      Ryl noted the smile grow upon the face of the mender as his attention was drawn to her approach. His companions’ defensive postures faded though they watched the guards around them with wary eyes as their charge stepped forward.

      Faya stopped her approach a few meters from the opening of the gates. Ryl and Rolan flanked the child, her father’s arm draped around her shoulder as she leaned into his leg. Andr moved to their left, cautiously circling to the side of the armed newcomers.

      The sun was high in the sky; only scattered clouds marred the pristine azure firmament, though there was still a gloom to the space under the gates. Faya stood in the clear daylight. There was a noticeable apprehensive feeling that seemed to radiate from that darkened maw. The mender stepped forward, falling to his knees before the tribute.

      His eyes welled with moisture as he observed the child. His head tilted to the side slightly; his eyes squinted as he gazed into the sightless eyes of the child before lifting to meet Rolan’s gaze.

      “You made it,” he whispered, more to himself than those gathered before him. His voice wavered and cracked as the outpouring of emotion threatened to overwhelm his words. “I don’t know how you did it, but you survived.”

      His voice trailed off as a tear streamed down his face. Ryl, hesitant to interrupt the moment, took the time to observe the mender in detail. His clothing was plain, showing the definitive signs of age and travel. A fine layer of dust seemed to cover the entirety of his body; a single pack was slung over his shoulder. He was well aged, likely past his sixtieth cycle, his skin showing the natural ravages of time. His head was topped with a thinning covering of hair, greyer than the brown that poked through underneath.

      The mender rose to his feet, extending his hand to Rolan, clasping both hands over his as they shook. The tears flowed freely.

      “There is nothing I can give to thank you enough for her life.” Rolan choked through the words. He fought back the water that threatened to flow freely from his eyes as well. “They caught up with us outside Milstead. If it weren’t for the timely arrival of our friend here, our journey would have ended in those woods.”

      The eyes of the mender tracked to Ryl as Rolan noted his assistance. For a moment, his calculating eyes catalogued his features. A strange sense of nostalgia accompanied the inquisitive gaze. He had borne the brunt of this same look from the man’s counterpart, Jeffers, on more occasions than he could count. There was no animosity in the look; for the moment, pure scientific curiosity overpowered the raw emotion that flowed freely.

      His eyes paused, widening with apparent shock as they found the brands on Ryl’s neck.

      “It’s you,” he gasped. “That is a brand I’d never forget. It’s a name that has been held in high regard, whispered in secrecy among the small network of those in the know. You’ve done well, Ryl.”

      The statement, though benign, found root in Ryl’s heart, churning the emotion that rushed through his veins. The mender’s voice dripped with gratitude, sincere and heartfelt, though it was thankfully lacking the reverie that turned his stomach.

      “Thank you, my friend,” Ryl responded, changing the subject as the discomfort of the added attention began to swell. All eyes in the square were locked onto their impromptu reunion and conversation. He was reminded that all those in earshot did not necessarily share the same sentiments as he and his companions.

      “The road does not appear to have been kind. You look weary from your travels,” Ryl noted. “Come join us inside. You no doubt have a story to tell.”

      Ryl ushered the group toward the master’s house and clinic, breaking the all-encompassing attention on their gathering. He nodded to the guards at the gates, issuing a brief wave of dereliction. Chastised by the sudden onslaught of emotion, the soldiers hastened back to their assigned positions. As they moved toward the master’s house, the mender leaned in close, whispering into Ryl’s ear.

      “Fate smiles on you and those around you again, my friend.” His words were hushed so that only Ryl could hear. “It seems appropriate that I find you here, he who’s already saved so many. There is another yet to be saved.”

      Ryl felt a sudden chill roll through his body as the mender continued his tale. The sensation was preceded by a wave of heat that coursed through his veins as the anger churned inside him.

      “They’ve found another tribute,” he whispered. “The Deliverance is only days away.”
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      The sparsely furnished room, a room built for entertaining a very select few, was cramped. All the seats at the large table were filled, leaving many to stand along the borders, their backs against the wooden walls. The gathering likely represented the most diverse collection The Stocks had ever seen.

      The Vigil, the defenders of Vim, stood with their phrenic counterparts. Tributes stood shoulder to shoulder with the very guards who had overseen their imprisonment. A lord, disgraced for his moral treachery, sat comfortably alongside a fabulously wealthy elderly man who was known as eccentric in the politest of terms.

      The newcomer was a man who had been unknown by all in the room aside from the discreet deed that had allowed for the saving of a tribute’s life. His eyes were still red and puffy, though the moisture had only recently subsided.

      “I apologize for my blubbering.” More apologies streamed from his mouth than substance as he fought to relay the message he’d intended to deliver.

      “In all of my cycles, circumstances have prevented me from warning all but a few of those unfortunate souls. I never thought I’d live to see the day when one made it. I’ll never forget the faces of those I’ll never see again,” he added. The mender quivered as a subtle chill ran through his body. Though the temperature in the room bordered on stifling, the gooseflesh rose across his arms. He rubbed his hands over them as if to warm them from the cold.

      “You’ve done right by them, Mender Brahn.” It was Averine who voiced his support to the newcomer, who grieved as much as he rejoiced. “Some have paid a far greater price for the risk, for the sacrifices made.”

      The two shared a moment, their gazes locked onto one another’s. A small smile crossed the mender’s face. He nodded in appreciation.

      “The Deliverance will be held ahead of schedule this cycle,” the newcomer continued with a sigh. “The bidding will be among those who’ve suffered the most in light of the present circumstances.”

      Ryl felt the outpouring of emotion, hot and angry, from Cray, who stood along the wall to his rear. The hiss of air forcing through his lips was the only sound the incensed tribute uttered before Ryl hammered him with a chilling sense of patience and calm. Chastised, he sank back to the wall; his apologetic gaze met Ryl’s for an instant before drooping to the floor.

      The mender looked sympathetically at the tributes standing against the wall.

      “I forgive you for your animosity. The suffering heaped upon you has been unfair. Nothing compares to the abuse that you’ve suffered for far too long at our hands. Your forgiveness is something that I … that many of us do not deserve.” He paused to collect his thoughts before continuing. “For ages, we’ve carried on the charade; it has become who we are. We’ve given up nearly all shreds of our morality, forced to seek little trivial good discreetly from the shadows.”

      “How long do we have before the Deliverance?” Lord Eligar asked, breaking the somber atmosphere before it fully engulfed the room.

      Mender Brahn’s gaze held on the tributes for a moment. He offered a smile before turning his attention to the lord seated at the head of the table to his right.

      “We were delayed bringing the message to you,” he continued. “There is a contingent of several thousand camped just over half a day’s ride by horse. They control the intersection of the Kingsway and the Bredth. No travel moves without their blessing. We were lucky to purchase our way through under a humanitarian guise. This corner of the kingdom has seen too much death to deny the cause. Whether it was pity, or a measure of gold, they let us pass, though they confiscated our horses in the process. The Deliverance begins in seven days’ time.”

      Subconsciously, the mender rubbed his legs, massaging the soreness that had likely set in after the unanticipated miles on foot.

      “Our response is due to the lords in Leremont in nine days’ time,” Le’Dral hissed. There was no need to disguise the animosity contained within his voice.

      “Aye, there is meaning in the timing,” Brahn acknowledged with a quick shake of his head. “Conversations have been less than subtle. Lord Kagran aims to shore up his power and influence, tying the Deliverance and the acceptance of bidders into the campaign. The fact that we are all here today shows that you all understand that the army marches regardless of your decision. He forces the houses to jockey for position among the forward ranks. He dangles the reward of tributes, of the Blessing of the King for those who are most loyal. For those who lead the charge.”

      “Will they hold the Deliverance as they usually do inside the Hall of the King in Leremont?” Ryl inquired. He felt the anticipation mount, as the opportunity presented was advantageous.

      “Aye. The Hall will witness the Deliverance, as always,” the mender intoned. “Rest assured, there will be very few of the lords or nobles who will march with the army to your doorstep. They fear the fate that befell that king when he led his army, the army of the Horde, before these gates.”

      This message surprised few around the table. The lords, corrupted by the taint of the nexela, craved power, yet in the vacuum created by the king’s death, they would not likely put their lives at undue risk for the sake of the campaign.

      “Is there a consensus among the nobles, I wonder,” Ryl posed the question to the room. They were able to glean little information as to the disposition of the armies, as their spies rarely returned. “Do they all seek to bring The Stocks back into the fold? There are surely divisions that can be widened when the correct pressure is applied.”

      Fay cleared his throat, nodding his head in response. “In politics, there are always divisions, my friend.” The young lord grinned. “Many of the smaller houses, though certainly corrupted by the greed of the Blessing, do not have the strength or security of position to send the bulk of their armies as demanded by the regent. They risk being enveloped by the greed of neighbors as they’re off waging a foolish campaign against an enemy they have penned into a single area.”

      Fay leaned forward, folding his arms before him on the wooden table. “I know Lord Kagran. I’ve had the misfortune of dealing with him on thankfully few occasions during my abbreviated time at court,” Fay continued with a sigh. “He is a vile and devious man. He enters into no equal arrangements. The benefit to his own power always outweighs the value of the dealings.”

      A light seemed to bloom in the mind of Mender Brahn. His body went rigid as he sat back in his chair. The weariness from the road seemed to vanish with the thought.

      “His actions along this front have further sown the seeds of distrust among those who consider themselves his peers,” he expressed; the excitement in his voice grew steadily as he continued. “There is a growing dissatisfaction amongst the nobles. A mounting concern that his actions have done more to stoke and little to address. For ages, the kingdom has manned but three processing facilities. One near Martrion, one near Evastura, and the other in Leremont.”

      His eyes met with those seated around the table, pausing for a moment as they again met the tributes. They were apologetic as he continued his explanation.

      “The volume that they were able to produce has always been sufficient enough not to justify opening additional locations.” His voice was measured, his words cautious as he aimed not to further incense the tributes, who glared at him from across the room. Though they made no attempt to move, Ryl noted the fists of all clenched tightly at their sides.

      “Without consent of the nobles, Kagran shuttered the remaining facilities, instead consolidating the Blessing within the palace that he’s assumed for his own,” Mender Brahn informed the group. “The rumors, though unsubstantiated, speak of only empty tables that remain in the processing facility, though none have noted any bodies being transported. Movement throughout the capital city has been considerably more difficult as Lord Kagran’s soldiers patrol the gaps separating the rings of the city, yet I’ve seen the facility from afar before and after his actions.”

      All eyes in the room were intent on his description. Aside from Andr, Nielix and Dav, there were none who had experienced the horrors of the processing facility firsthand. The fires of anger that burned in them dwarfed the revulsion written across the faces of the remainder of those in the room.

      “The facility, by all accounts, is nothing more than a nondescript, ancient warehouse set deep within the more destitute industrial area of Leremont’s second ring,” Brahn described. “Set well back from the water and away from the operational industry, the location presents little justifiable reasoning for any passerby. For as long as I can remember, there has always been a heavy force roaming the grounds. Though rarely seen in the complex, Lei Guard, travelling in several groups, frequented the facility. Every moon they would enter the walled compound, only to leave moments later. I have no doubt that they were merely changing shifts. Since Lord Kagran has assumed control of the throne, the Lei Guard answer directly to him. The facility today is by all accounts deserted. Though I’ve never ventured close to the building, the area has a different feel to it. The sense of impending doom and dread that has always clouded the area has cleared.”

      “Pardon my interruption.” Le’Dral interrupted the mender before he could continue. “You said it had a different feel to it? We must be careful not to make assumptions without concrete facts.”

      Ryl smiled at the captain. His dedication and loyalty to their cause had been unexpected, yet he welcomed it completely. Through honor and respect commanded by him and the lieutenants who faithfully served under him, he’d maintained a force far beyond what Ryl had anticipated. Yet with as much as he’d seen in the little time since their reunion, the reality of the phrenics, the Lei Guard were still a complex situation to grasp.

      “Your assessment in normal situations is valid, Captain,” Ryl acknowledged. “For those who can understand the call of the alexen and the counter of the nexela, the feeling could represent a potent sign that the Lei Guard no longer inhabit the facility.”

      Ryl stopped himself, thinking for a moment before continuing the statement. The phrenics’ use of their feelings was not a situation he was willing to discuss at depth.

      “You were here when the Lei Guard descended upon the city. You experienced the crushing depth of the emotion that suffocated our hopes of survival.” Ryl recalled the overwhelming power of the nexela. The strength that Leiroth commanded was as impressive as it was terrifying.

      “Though I have no doubt it was intentional, without effort, they radiate the emotion,” Ryl explained. “Fear, despair, and the dread that you felt enveloping the area would be a likely sign of their presence.”

      Ryl’s curiosity was piqued as the greedy consolidation of power provided an unexpected opportunity.

      “What of the Lei Guard? How many remain in the capital?” he quizzed the mender.

      Mender Brahn suppressed a shudder at the mention of the black-cloaked soldiers. They had for time out of mind been the silent enforcers of the king’s will. Few survived a direct encounter with their number.

      “Their numbers have been severely depleted,” he added, though his estimation remained cautious. “To my knowledge, there has never been a true count of their number. As far-reaching as our brotherhood has managed, we were never able to gain an accurate understanding of their strength. As with the upper echelon of the Menders’ order, we have been blind. Existing on merely shreds of rumor, though most likely contain far more fiction than fact. By all accounts, from the information we’ve pieced together, several hundred remain of the original force.”

      Ryl nodded his head, turning to meet the eyes of Paasek at his side.

      “That number still represents a daunting proposition,” the elder phrenic acknowledged. “We’ve all seen the power you command to mitigate the effects of the nexela, yet the risk to your own health poses too great a threat. You’re no help to us unconscious.”

      The mender’s eyes went wide at the admission. He opened his mouth to question the phenomenon, yet Ryl interrupted the thought.

      “It is a story for another day, I’m afraid, my friend.” His voice was stern, yet there was no animosity in his voice. There was precious little time before the last of Lord Eligar’s ships were ready to depart. Time, as it always seemed the case, was not on their side. Mender Brahn begrudgingly accepted the answer.

      “I’ve come to terms with the fact, I’m afraid,” Ryl answered the phrenic though his eyes lowered to the table, tracking the lines of the grains as they weaved across its length. “I understand that we cannot save them all, that some will likely die in the process. It is a sad reality, a twisted fate that they’ve been dealt. Still, I have no intention of giving up on them. There may yet be a way, though we can see it not. I’ll trust in the alexen to guide the way.”

      The words rolled off his tongue with a force and conviction that was unexpected. The emotion that pulsed from his body was potent; those standing shifted uncomfortably; those seated at the table leaned back in their chairs. Ryl’s focus was severed by the heavy, yet gentle hand of Paasek at his side. The phrenic councilor’s eyes spoke the lesson as well as words would have conveyed.

      Ryl exhaled a deep breath, letting the tension that had mounted flow from his shoulders and chest.

      “What can you tell us about forces positioned around the city, the castle and the facility?” Ryl quizzed; though his voice remained firm, the overpowering emotion was absent. For a moment, the mender regarded him with a curious look, one that skirted the border between scientific discovery and wonder.

      “What do you mean to do?” The question was posed to Ryl, yet the mender’s eyes moved from side to side as his vision roved the room. It was Ryl who broke the silence that lasted for a moment.

      “The events are upon us. I see no undue danger in disseminating the facts to any in this room.” Ryl methodically met the eyes of his companions in the room as he spoke. “The kingdom demands an answer as to our allegiance. They’ve set a timeline that I intend to keep. The information you provided has been a boon to our cause. The Deliverance presents a new opportunity, as does the greed of the new regent.”

      Ryl clenched his hands into fists, though a grin tugged up on the corners of his lips as he thought upon the disposition of the true power of Lord Kagran’s troops.

      “The winds of change have been steady and fierce,” Ryl commented. “I have no doubt that Kagran will one day see the logic in dividing those assets that he holds dear. For the moment, his power remains in his unquestionable control over that which the other houses, the sycophant lords covet so dearly. By consolidating his assets, he commands their tenuous loyalty. He also reduces the number of targets we must strike. Mender Brahn, your information has been pivotal. Please describe to the best of your knowledge the disposition of the troops loyal to him throughout the city.”

      As succinctly as possible, the mender relayed what he knew of the state of the capital city. Lord Kagran had pulled nearly all the soldiers of his house inside the city walls, replacing the city guard that had been stationed there. The remainder of his troops as well as the displaced soldiers of the king had set a perimeter at the outer circle of the city. There they acted as a blockade across the mighty Kingsway, preventing access into the gated rings of Leremont, Their proximity would also serve as a security force, appeasing the sprawling estates that lined the road.

      The army, reconstituted after being routed at the walls of The Stocks and the fall of the king, had been separated into two units. The first, buttressed by the forces of the great houses, was little less than a half a day’s ride from Cadsae Proper. The remainder was stationed several days from the capital city. Ryl expected that they marched purposefully toward Cadsae Proper, their arrival timed to soon after their notice was due.

      “Our force must remain small and agile. Once in the city we must move with haste,” Andr added. “I know the city. I’m familiar with the landmarks that you’ve described. Le’Dral, we would benefit from a few additional guards, those who know the inner workings of the city well.”

      Le’Dral looked to his side, meeting eyes for a moment with Cavlin. The crafty guard had remained silent to this point, propped in the corner of the room, carefully observing the happenings. He gave little more than a subtle nod of his head.

      “Before entering service of the guard, Lieutenant Millis was raised in Leremont. Cavlin knows the city better than anyone here. Far better than Kagran could hope,” Le’Dral commented, though there was a tinge of uncertainty to his voice. “Though their absence will be keenly felt here among the walls, I can think of no one whom I’d trust more with the task.”

      “Thank you, my friend.” Andr nodded his head in assent.

      Ryl was pleased by the captain’s choice of guards to accompany the group. Of those Ryl knew, those he trusted, there were but a select few. Le’Dral’s selection of guards to accompany their group was an added benefit. He knew the mettle of the lieutenant; it was a wise choice, though his leadership within The Stocks would be missed.

      Cavlin was still a mystery. Though he was undoubtedly skilled and unquestionably trusted, there was little known about the guard. He seemed to exist on a plane of autonomy that was shocking in the service of the well-regimented and disciplined captain.

      “If it is Lord Kagran’s forces who now control access through the walled circles of the capital, we should find little trouble gaining access.” Cavlin’s voice was gruff, to Ryl he still sounded weary, yet his confidence was unwavering. “Though they’ve acclimated to the city, for most their knowledge will only be only superficial. The walls of the capital are far more porous than they understand. Even for a group of this size.”

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment, questioning the vault of information inherent in his blood. He steadied himself in his chair as the alexen responded with a jarring flood of details. Though he’d never stepped foot inside the capital, he experienced the press of buildings, walking through the cramped outer circle. The mingling scents of the eateries lining the market square were as enticing as they were foreign. The dichotomy of wealth as he viewed the separation from the outer to inner confines was not unexpected, yet stark and disturbing nonetheless.

      With the disposition of their force decided, the plans they discussed were crude. Much would need to be decided on the fly, a reaction to the opportunities or setbacks provided to them. The crux of their mission remained unchanged.

      They would not submit to the will of the kingdom. The age of the Ascertaining Decree would come to an end. Ryl intended that the negotiations rendered at this cycle’s Deliverance be final. He would cede nothing. All he needed was leverage, and the lord’s foolhardy consolidation of power granted just that.

      There was little time to discuss the plans in greater detail. With the group decided, plans were made for the more immediate circumstances. The last of Le’Dral’s fleet, now moored inside the port, would sail with the evening’s tide. A little more than two days on the sea would bring them within sight of the capital city. Once at sea, they would have little to occupy their time save for planning at that point.

      Though their needs were few, supplies would still need to be requisitioned. Le’Dral sent a guard to see to their packs, changing the subject toward the events of the last few days.

      “Your timing as always seems to border on uncanny, Ryl,” the captain added with a hint of mischief to his voice. “It is likely more within these walls owe you their lives after your actions the other night.”

      “There are likely more hideouts secreted among the scattered glades of The Stocks,” Ryl acknowledged.

      “Lieutenant Moyan left with a detail soon after the messenger returned bearing your tales,” Le’Dral added. “If they are out there, we’ll find them. It’s not those hidden in the scattered groves that concern me. Attempts on those loyal to the tributes have increased. Though they’ve largely proven unsuccessful, they occur daily, if not several times per day.”

      Talk of the increasing frequency sent a chill of concern through Ryl’s body. Their departure would reduce the strength of Le’Dral’s army. Few in number, the absence of even one phrenic was significant. The force, the messengers of the will of the tributes, of those seeking freedom of The Stocks would be composed of less than a handful of members. Their combined strength would be staggering.

      The number of loyal soldiers, inherently trusted, was small when compared to the bulk of the army under his purview. They would face threats from enemies within, an army of men without. No one had forgotten the appearance of the demons from the Outlands. The blackened mess of bodies had slithered back to the wastes they called home, yet their population and motivations were unknown.

      Ryl found that he was less concerned over the threat of the Horde than of the kingdom that surrounded his other flank. The Horde had responded without question to his command. They respected power. They feared his strength.

      The motivations of men were far less linear.

      The civilization had proven themselves to be self-serving. If men and women would sell their children, their most precious gifts, for the promise of gold, they would turn on a stranger without a second thought.

      “We risk much in being seen leaving the security of The Stocks,” Ryl groaned. “Those who would see us fail will only be emboldened if our absence is noted.”

      Le’Dral nodded his head, as the logic of the statement was sound. A coy grin graced the rigid features of his normally pensive face.

      “Aye, Ryl, there is a risk in that.” The hint of glee that crossed the captain’s face for an instant faded as his stoic command resumed control of his faculties. “I doubt there are any within these walls who have yet to hear the tale of the restraints employed upon the guards you left in the tower. It took close to half a day to free the entirety of the group from their stone shackles. Many were eager to talk. The legend of the phrenics grows by the moment.”

      “Was there anything of substance derived from their musings?” The stony voice of Paasek quizzed.

      With a sigh Le’Dral lowered his head. “Sadly, though unsurprisingly, we learned little from them,” the captain intoned. “All had allegiances to one house or the other, though none were informed of any plans for action. Most had been paid to turn a blind eye. Loyalty to house over the throne, as it was their master’s assets that had been lost.”

      Le’Dral held his placating hand out to the tributes. “Save your anger, for it is their words not mine,” Le’Dral appeased the incensed unawakened. “None were of any political or social standing to know any specifics. They were being paid for their silence and for their ignorance.”

      Though there was disappointment in the lack of concrete information, Ryl was unsurprised. In all reality, it was of little consequence who among the great houses plotted against them at the moment. They had all bought a culpable measure of guilt. Those who had been deprived of the Harvest they claimed as their own would be eager for the opportunity to replenish their stock. To recoup their losses.

      The deliberations at the Deliverance would be heated.

      Likely more so than they could imagine.

      Across the table, Averine’s giggle brought the attention of the room. His pointed gaze was directed intently on Ryl.

      “That look upon your face, I’ve seen it before,” the eccentric elder bemused. “The Horde fell to that burning determination. The lords will stand no chance. As to your leaving the city, none other than those of us in this room know of your impending departure. We can find others who closely resemble your stature. I believe it was you who employed that deception once before, was it not?”

      “It would be no trouble to commandeer enough pairs of uniforms to clothe the group,” Fay interjected. “None will know that you’ve departed. Many of your faces are not known well enough to recognize as it is, the brands will likely prove difficult, however.”

      Lord Eligar scratched idly at the stubble that had formed on his chin. His eyes wandered as his thoughts sought the easiest, most logical solution.

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment, readying himself for what was to come. His breaths slowed in anticipation. “Fear not. None will recognize the markings,” he added, though there was a touch of strain in his voice.

      Ryl felt the alexen churn through his veins, bringing with it a searing heat. The air around his neck seemed to crackle with energy. It took but a moment to accomplish. The startled gasps from the others was affirmation that his attempt had been a success. He glanced at Tash, Palon and Cray; there was surprise written across their eyes as well.

      Where there had once been the angry, red markings of the brands, unblemished skin remained. The appearance was natural, the raised brands had smoothed, the signatures of the vile lords who had robbed them from their lives vanished.

      Ryl felt the tax of the effort. Though the task had become markedly less consuming, it was not a feat he would be able to endure indefinitely. He exhaled a deep breath as he let the illusion fade. Though he worked to disguise the true effect of the exertion, he sank back into the chair, leaning heavily on the sturdy wooden back as he caught his breath.

      “How?” Mender Brahn gasped.

      “It seems there’s ever more to discover about our young friend here.” Averine beamed.
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      As the time grew short, the meeting was adjourned, though few left the concealment of the master’s house and clinic. Both Le’Dral and Fay had sent guards to requisition both supplies for travel and clothing for disguises. Ryl peered through the shuttered windows of the thankfully quiet clinic. The ranks of guards from House Eligar had thinned dramatically. Captain Cipri moved among his final group of men, awaiting the head of his house.

      The final contingent remained at the ready in the square.

      It was a bittersweet moment for many. A somber affair. There would be no glorious send-off. The soldiers who had risked all to save the tributes had aided in preventing the complete slaughter of an entire city. The several thousand who now adjusted to life as best they could inside the walls owed them much. Though it was a pitiful percentage of the whole of the city, their presence had been crucial.

      So many owed the soldiers their lives, though there would forever be debate.

      Were they the saviors of the massacre of Cadsae Proper, or were they traitors to the throne, held culpable for the tragic death of the king?

      The farewells spoken between the captain and his lieutenants were heartfelt and true. Fay was the next to bid Le’Dral farewell. Though a single stout handshake solidified no treaties, signified no long-term standing, there was meaning in the grasp. The captain and the young Lord Eligar would be forever and inexplicably bound by a single element.

      They had chosen to forsake a lifetime of fallacy to stand by a single youth. Barely old enough to be considered a man, they had thrown their lot in with him. They had erred on the side of righteousness. Up until today, fortune had smiled on them. They had succeeded.

      Their beliefs in Ryl had found concrete worth.

      In the end, it was agreed that a contingent of Fay’s troops would remain under the temporary command of Captain Le’Dral. These men had embedded themselves among Le’Dral’s most trusted guards. They stood shoulder to shoulder with those who had abandoned the king in the defense of the tributes.

      For a moment, Ryl was lost in the thought. They had followed him. Why? The answer was simple.

      Power.

      In Ryl, they saw power. They felt strength. Did they believe in the cause because it was right, or simply because they hedged a bet with the stronger of elements?

      Either way, they had cast their die. Whether they liked it or not, their fates were tied to the tributes’, tied to his. Either they would stand together, or they would fall, erased from the history written from the hands of the victor. Ryl knew that if they failed, this time the erasure would be complete. They’d risk no reprise of the events of the last few moons.

      From the eyes of those onlookers without the benefit of private knowledge, the timing of the withdrawal of the troops of House Eligar would likely be seen as a retreat. The missive from the regent at Leremont was no secret. Wildly differing versions of its demands circled around the fledgling city, rolling like the tides of the sea. With only days remaining before the response was required, the exit of Fay’s soldiers would be viewed very differently by the proprietors of the varied theories.

      Captain Le’Dral had been intentionally loose-lipped when in the company of larger contingents of his troops whose loyalties were still in question. He acknowledged the value the troops had provided, yet their presence was needed at home. Every morsel of untruth that they sifted through would undoubtedly consume time from the focus on the reality.

      “Let them think what they will,” Le’Dral had grumbled. “With or without Lord Eligar’s support, they will still come.”

      None of those assembled in the small room at the rear of the master’s house had delusions of anything other.

      Shortly after their meeting was adjourned, the remaining members of their squad assembled. Millis, already cloaked in the unassuming greens of Lord Eligar’s troops, entered the building without fanfare, under escort from a pair of Le’Dral’s loyal soldiers. His head was hung low out of deference. In every way, he acted much like the unassuming guard summoned to the station for a brief stint before being shipped home.

      With the click of the lock as the door closed, his demeanor changed. He rose to his full height, seeming to unfurl from the partially hunched pose he’d assumed. The grin grew across his face, though it was returned by the stoic face of Le’Dral. Cavlin, who remained leaning against the sturdy supporting beam of the wall behind Le’Dral’s shoulder, rolled his eyes, with a subtle shake of his head.

      “The supplies are already being loaded onto the ship, sir.” Millis forwent the formalities, addressing the substance of the matter.

      The final two members of their squad followed shortly after Millis. Ryl felt their approach well before they neared the master’s house. He grinned as his eyes met with Paasek. The elder phrenic had noted the telltale signatures, felt the warmth of their impending greeting. Cavlin spied the exchange, casting a curious glance in their direction.

      “The phrenics come,” Ryl said.

      Moments later a quiet knock on the door preceded the entrance of Ramm and Vox. To most, their greeting was nothing more than a casual nod of their cloaked heads. To the other phrenics, the wave of relief washed over them.

      “Welcome back to Cadsae,” Le’Dral greeted them. “Any news from the Outlands?”

      Vox and Ramm exchanged a momentary look before responding.

      “All is quiet on the western palisade,” Vox replied, though his eyes quickly cataloged the inhabitants of the room. A look of curiosity flashed across his face. “There have been no signs of the Horde.”

      There was little time for discussion after the arrival of the phrenics. Both newcomers had likely been versed by the others sent to replace them as to the original destination of the mission. They would have ample time at sea to fill them in on alterations to the scope of their expedition. Fay approached the pair, handing each of them an unbranded uniform that had come to define his clandestine force.

      “For a few moments, you’ll be members of my house guards,” the young lord added. “Though short, it is an honor.”

      “You’ve risked much in defense of the tributes. Your trust in a boy whom you knew nothing of has been unwavering.” Vox’s voice was sincere, lacking any hint of flattery. “For however long or symbolic it will be, it is our pleasure.”

      Fay paused. For a moment, the young lord of House Eligar froze, finding himself at a loss for words. He nodded in appreciation.

      A knock on the door preceded the entrance of Captain Cipri. The tall guard from House Eligar ducked slightly as he entered.

      “The last of the troops are ready, as is the tide,” he relayed. “It’s time.”

      Fay took a last look around at the companions in the room. His eyes lingered on Captain Le’Dral for a moment. Over the last several moons, the pair, previously unintroduced, had formed a bond of trust. A look of sadness welled in his eyes. Though they all moved a further step into the unknown, there was a definitive sadness in the separation. The lord stopped at the door, placing his hands upon Cipri’s shoulders.

      “Thank you, Captain. Keep them safe,” he whispered before turning his head toward the others. “See you on board.”

      The coordinated dance of their departure commenced with little formality. Le’Dral had ordered the changing of the guard who prevented access to the master’s house and clinic. He had worked diligently to keep the schedule fluid, ignoring the common structure of regimented order. Unexpected changes made for a greater degree of difficulty for any intent on causing harm to the rogue force behind the walls.

      Singly or in pairs, the group filed out of the room, melding into the guards who had grouped before the door. All were dressed in the unassuming green of House Eligar’s troops. The ruse was thinly veiled, though its application would be sufficient. Word of the arrival of the phrenics had undoubtedly reached the ears or eyes of any who were watching the captain from the shadows. The eyes of the kingdom would know they were in Cadsae, yet without definitive proof of their departure, it would take time to verify the uncertainty. By the time they realized the full truth, Ryl and his companions would likely have arrived at their destination.

      Rolan and Faya had remained out of the way, waiting patiently in the clinic as the discussions had stretched on in the back room of the master’s house. It was Faya who rushed to Ryl’s side as they made to leave. Her arms wrapped around his waist; tears ran from her sightless eyes.

      “I’ll see you again soon,” Ryl whispered as he comforted the youth. After a moment, she separated, returning to the waiting arms of her father.

      “Yes, you will,” was all she replied.

      In truth, he would miss the pair. Both Faya and Rolan had become like family. The father’s undying devotion to his child, though it stirred a deep-seated feeling of jealousy, was refreshing to witness. They would remain under the protection of Le’Dral long enough to rest before a mounted patrol would accompany them to the Erlyn.

      With a final farewell to Le’Dral, Ryl, with the company of the three unawakened, exited the master’s house. He inhaled a deep steadying breath and focused on the illusion at hand. The dreaded brands vanished, replaced by clean, unblemished skin. His application was intentionally less perfect than his original display during their meeting. He had only needed to hold the illusion for a few short moments then. A march of nearly half of a mile was in his immediate future; it would likely be a challenge to maintain.

      The cool breeze that circled around Cadsae was refreshing as he exited the cramped confines of the master’s house with the tributes following a step behind. The air carried a heavy, stale scent of charred wood. Though the fires that had ravaged Cadsae Proper had long been extinguished, tiny particles of ash, caught by the swirling winds, floated through the air, falling like gray flakes of snow. Ryl paused as he reached the top step, motioning for them to continue down the stairs. Andr waited nonchalantly at the foot of the steps.

      “Tash, Palon, stay in front of me,” Ryl whispered as they passed. “Follow Andr. No matter what happens, I’ll be only a step behind. Cray, walk with me. The illusion will be taxing; I’ll hold it as long as I can.”

      The trio nodded their head in understanding, striding down the stairs with a confident swagger that belied their obvious reticence. Ryl kept his head down as he followed a step behind, though his pride in his friends swelled at their steadfast determination. It wasn’t long since they had been helpless, hopeless, beaten down by the cruelty of the world they had been born into.

      Ryl was among the last of Lord Eligar’s troops to vacate the square. Andr led them into the center of the staggered formation as the soldiers began their retreat to the docks. Dressed in the green garb of Fay’s soldiers, they vanished into the midst of the moving army. He allowed the illusion to fade slightly, easing the strain from the disguise he worked to maintain. He noted the glowing signatures of Vox and Paelec among the rear ranks. Paasek and Ramm, the largest among the group, had been ushered out earlier, hidden in the midst of the previous group.

      Though Ryl’s focus remained on the illusion, his eyes continued their perpetual motion, scanning the surroundings for any signs of threats. There had been no deceit in his words earlier; his sentiment was true. He harbored little fear of attack. Though it was certain their departure, as with all of their activities, was being secretly watched, he doubted that any would attempt to molest the departing force. In that one element, there was a true measure of overlap between the desires of the defiant House Eligar and the remainder of the nobles. With House Eligar’s departure, the defense of The Stocks would further be weakened.

      A varying mix of emotions registered on the faces of the guards manning the gates as well as those atop the palisades as they watched the departing force. Ryl saw trepidation and, in a few cases, fear. Most, however, were overcome by a look of respect. Those who had been inside the walls, Le’Dral’s rogue force and the army of Cadsae Proper, acknowledged the true value of their presence. Politics and personal feelings toward the tributes aside, it was this meager army who had stood atop the walls when they returned from their fruitless pursuit of the tributes. The blades and bows of House Eligar were focused outward, not within.

      Silent nods of thanks rippled through those watching.

      With the mighty doors of the Pining Gates ajar, the inky blackness that had always been a pervasive element there had been banished. Sunlight streamed into the entrance. The rumble of their footsteps roared like thunder as the sound was momentarily trapped beneath the stone.

      The panoramic views of the city that greeted them were dramatic. The former habitations of thousands of citizens were devoid of color. Varying hues of greys mingled with the blackened wood and charred stone. In the distance, the vibrant azure water of the Sea of Prosper was a stark contrast to the lifeless void that was Cadsae Proper.

      At his feet the stones of the square had been spared much of the heat and flame of the fires that consumed the city, though they were scarred nonetheless. Near the center of the clearing where Ryl had faced Leiroth and the king, the ground had been bleached to nearly pristine white. The epicenter of his explosive power. The detonation had been terrifying. As they progressed, the stones slowly reverted to their original coloration as the unexpected force of the blast had waned.

      The weight of a hand on his shoulder distracted him from his investigation.

      “How are you holding up, Ryl?” Cray whispered.

      “For the moment, I’m well. Thank you,” he replied with a smile though the effort in itself was draining. He could feel the strain of the illusion; the alexen in his veins churned to carry on the ruse, though with every passing step they slowed. On the horizon, the masts of the ships stabbing upward over the top of the ruined city were a welcome sight, yet a tease, as the distance was still considerable.

      Cray nodded as his vision turned from Ryl to the city that surrounded them.

      Few structures within eyesight remained undamaged, many having been reduced to piles of charred rubble. They were unmarked tombs of stone and burnt wood signifying the countless thousands who had been slaughtered here at the hands of the king’s greed.

      Of a single phrenic’s greed.

      The rhythmic cadence of their march was the only noise to disturb the eerie still of the dead city. Ryl remained cautious in his survey of the area. He watched the alleys and structures with trepidation, careful to spot any motion or threats.

      All was still. All was quiet.

      The city was dead, a haunting reminder of the carnage, of the lives that had been lost. The acrid sting of smoke lingered, though the avenue they travelled carried a distinct undertone of something foul. He doubted that there was anything that would truly remove the stench of the Horde. Rivers of blackened blood had run down these stones.

      Without command, the army increased their pace, surging onward to the awaiting ships.
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      Ryl sank heavily into the chair as the last trace of the ruse was lifted. The sturdy, cushioned seat enveloped his body as the weariness took hold. The last several hundred meters through the city had passed in a blur. By that point, his focus had become singular. He’d poured every ounce of his strength into maintaining the illusion.

      The progress of the army had ground to a halt as they reached the docks. Noting Ryl’s struggle, Andr had pushed their contingent forward, easing through the troops as they bottlenecked before the solitary ramp. None had voiced their displeasure as they moved through the ranks, though their eagerness to be free of the lifeless city was evident.

      Ryl squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, working to steady his labored breathing. With every deep inhale and steady exhale, a touch of the weariness faded. The alexen were shockingly quick to recover their endurance, though at the moment he was loath to sever the comforting embrace of the chair that supported him.

      He was aware of the conversations that occurred around him yet paid them little mind. The gentle rocking of the frigate on the calm waters of the port was soothing. He fought the urge to sleep.

      It wasn’t long before the steady rumble of boots on the deck reduced. The clamber of boisterous conversations reduced to a dull murmur as the soldiers descended into the levels below. It had been a little over a cycle since Ryl’s first experience on the sea. He recalled the disposition of the lower levels of the vessel, though he’d been allowed no time to investigate, as he had been relegated to the small cell below.

      He could hear the orders shouted at the men topside clearly now that the last of the troops had abandoned the deck. There was a sudden lurch as the ship shifted forward, casting off the docks. The sense of motion was dizzying, his fingers unintentionally squeezing the wooden arms of the chair for support.

      “Welcome aboard.” Fay’s voice rang clear as he entered the room.

      Ryl opened his eyes as the lord strode into the crowded chamber. The room was similar in dimensions to the one where he’d first been introduced to Lord Eligar and Andr. Though the construction featured ornate designs and spoke of considerable wealth, the gaudy elements, the gold coating, the opulent bed and couches were replaced by those of more functional, utilitarian design. Though a large table dominated the center of the room, several cots had been arranged along its outskirts.

      He took a momentary survey of his companions. All seemed to be faring well at the onset, though only time and the attitude of the sea would tell. Cray, Tash and Palon did little to hide their childlike excitement. The trio was packed against the far wall, eyes glued to the watery gap that now separated them from the city that had been destined to be their permanent prison home.

      Ryl understood their feelings. The nostalgia was potent. For cycles, almost half of their young lives, they had been forced into slavery inside the wall of The Stocks. For time out of mind, there had only been one exit, one escape from its torturous confines. The truth of the ending was never expressed, though none anticipated it would be less forgiving than the cycles endured under the withering glares and stinging abuse from their guards.

      “I assure you, the views are far more remarkable from above.” Fay’s voice interrupted his moment of remembrance. “You’re free to venture anywhere you please, as this vessel will be your home for the next few days. Be mindful to stay out of the way of the sailors; though they are trusted members of my house, they are not typically known for their cordial manners. Enjoy the views now. I’ll have food prepared. There will likely be much to discuss later.”

      Without waiting for further approval, the three unawakened hastened from the room. Paasek shook his head subtly, sighing as he followed the trio.

      “Brings back memories, doesn’t it?” Fay added as the door closed behind the retreating trio. He crossed the room, seating himself with a sigh on the couch that lined the side wall.

      “Aye, much has changed in the last cycle,” Ryl acknowledged. The truth couldn’t be more potent. “I long for the day we can meet in peace.”

      Fay smiled as he reclined comfortably on the couch.

      “All there is left to do is for you to see it through, my friend,” Fay added. He closed his eyes. The grin grew as if he pictured the reality that was within grasp.

      “Don’t make light of the changes you’ve wrought, Ryl,” he added. “You can’t alter the course of the entire kingdom in one night.”

      Ryl understood the sentiment. There would always be an element of division, of distrust, no matter how idyllic a civilization. It would take time to grasp the concept of free will, of self-determination that had been bred out of them for generations. Complacency to the evils of the Ascertaining Decree, the selling of children, the forced slavery, the miserable, torturous end needed to stop.

      Greed, he knew, would be eternal.

      Nothing good came from the tremendous accumulation of wealth, of power and control hoarded over generations of unnaturally extended life. The cycle would need to be broken.

      His gaze hardened as he scanned the room where his companions, his friends, made themselves comfortable however they could. Guards of Damaris would fight side by side with the defenders of Vim. The tributes, persecuted for ages, would stand shoulder to shoulder with the phrenics, the realization of the powers they would one day wield.

      They would be the change.

      The afternoon progressed into evening. Ryl stood topside, watching the sun slip below the horizon far to the west. The mighty palisades, the devastated city of Cadsae Proper were nothing more than a darkened smudge on the horizon. A pair of frigates followed close in their wake. To their front, a mighty wedge of several dozen vessels moved in formation. Small fishing boats, seeking a living plying the fertile waters of the Sea of Prosper, and ships likely carrying messages to the capital fled at the sight of their approach.

      Night fell, and a new day stretched on and ended, yet their armada remained unmolested. The sea was forgiving, and the winds fortuitous, pushing them ever closer to the capital city far to the east. There was little to do aboard the limited confines of the vessel as the days passed save for plotting the crude outlines of their mission. Their objectives, though lofty, were fairly simple. Without laying eyes on the disposition of the troops that surrounded and manned the walls of Leremont, concrete plans were somewhat of a futility at the present. The descriptions of the recently arrived mender, Mender Brahn, rang with the notes of truth, yet uncertainty remained. Averine had been steadfast in his acceptance, in his approval, in the validity of his companion.

      Ryl spent much of his time practicing the control of his newly understood skills of illusion. The rate of his recovery shocked him, though he attempted to maintain a steady feeling of weariness as he pushed his skills further and further to the limit. His endurance grew at a startling rate as he progressed with a varied complexity of visions. He could feel the understanding, the strength, the knowledge as it streamed from within. The action came to feel as if it had been second nature, as if he’d trained with the skills since he was but a child.

      Paasek and the phrenics remained diligent in their training of the unawakened in their midst. Though there was limited room for sparring, the experienced warriors focused on the emotional understandings of the powers that were blooming inside their veins. Ryl experienced the surges of projected emotions from the trio. The focus and the power grew rapidly as the skills were practiced under the watchful eyes of the phrenics. Palon, though he remained silent, thrived with his enhanced agility. To the astonishment of the hardened soldiers, he made short work of scurrying up the rigging to the crow’s nest high above. He perched on the lookout, alighting as a bird does on a branch.

      As evening descended on their fourth day, Fay summoned Ryl topside, leading him to the bow of the frigate. Behind them, the last sliver of the burning orb dipped beneath the horizon. Far in the distance, the land to the north rose as it jutted out into the sea. Tiny reflections, mere flashes of light, glistened off shiny surfaces, though the origins were far too distant to decipher.

      “The coastline curls to the south a bit before heading due east again,” Fay illustrated, his eyes remaining on the horizon. “The land slopes back toward the water for a time though it rises again many miles further to the east. What you see reflecting there is just a small settlement. At the base of the next rise, the city of Leremont spreads out in concentric circles. The ridge above it houses the palatial estates and the Hall of the King.”

      “I find it curious that we’ve encountered no navy,” Ryl commented. “Surely the kingdom has not left the seas unprotected.”

      Fay shrugged his shoulders even as he shook his head.

      “They likely see no reason to engage us at sea,” Fay responded. “House Eligar commands a fleet that can easily rival that which the great houses can muster. My father’s treaty with the Isle of Mattume allows for a permanent garrison of guards and shipbuilders. They risk the chance of a catastrophic loss at sea. Lord Kagran will want to keep his forces consolidated on dry land.”

      Fay turned to Ryl before continuing. “He will seek resolution to the situation on land. The loss of the tributes must be remedied before he can attempt a coordinated move against any other.” There was a hint of sadness in his voice. “His sway over the other houses is tenuous at best. They desire something, which at the moment he and only he can provide. Any failure will loosen his hold. A catastrophic failure could seal his doom.”

      Ryl couldn’t argue with the logic. Kagran’s ambition was twisted, as was the king who ruled before him. Lunek the Third had sat on the throne for longer than any could have imagined. His hold over the populous, nobles included, could have survived based on that mere fact alone. As the original architect of the Ascertaining Decree, he was as much a part of the fabric of the kingdom, twisted as it might be. In appearance, at least, the Lei Guard answered to him and to him alone.

      Ryl questioned the truth of yet another fallacy perpetrated by the kingdom for ages. Did the black-cloaked guards owe their allegiance to Leiroth and therefore the king by command, or was it merely strength that held sway over their actions? The answer was tantalizingly absent. With every wave the pointed prow severed, he felt the impending collision drawing nearer. He’d have the answer soon enough.

      Heavy footsteps, echoing on the planks, signaled the approach of another. Ryl and Fay turned their heads in unison, seeking the identity of the newcomer.

      “See the smoke that rises from the north?” the captain of the frigate barked. His voice was salty, a touch louder and more boisterous than expected from normal conversation. An ingrained habit after countless cycles riding the waves of the Sea of Prosper.

      “The second half of the new regent’s army,” he continued. “Around ten days to two weeks’ march from reinforcing their comrades at the walls of Cadsae Proper. From here they’re about a three-day march to the capital city.”

      Ryl was surprised by the pace of the army. He’d expected that their arrival would have been timed to arrive at the gates the day their response was due. The thought that ripped through his mind was chilling. Lord Kagran had no fear of resistance from the forces within. Between the army already within easy reach of the city and the dissidents among the Cadsae Guard, he anticipated a rout.

      His plan curiously showed little concern for the phrenics. In the close quarters of the alley leading to the Pining Gates, few had witnessed the true power of the cloaked warriors. They were routinely absent from the swelling city inside the gates. It was little secret that the mythical warriors chose to seclude themselves inside the confines of the forest. The overconfidence in the superiority of numbers was unsettling. Was there something more, something devious that Ryl was missing?

      “Thank you, Captain Marish.” Lord Eligar smiled as he greeted the officer.

      The captain was a stout man, shorter of stature, yet he still bore the muscle built and maintained from a life working the rigging of sailing vessels. He was an older man; the majority of his hair was more of a salty white, though patches of dark brown were scattered throughout. His beard, though close cropped, was still barely all his natural shade, standing out in stark contrast to his whitening hair. He squeezed between the pair, leaning heavily against the railing, studying the disposition of the ships as they forged ahead.

      “We’ll reach the waters around the capital sometime in the middle of the night. Once we pass the peninsula, we’ll angle further away from land than we’ve managed so far.” He noted the cliffs of the protruding land that grew closer as they plowed through the crest of another wave. “I expect we’ll run into whatever form of blockade they’ll choose to muster. We’ll give them as wide a berth as comfortable. It’ll likely be a good few miles from shore.”

      Ryl closed his eyes with the captain’s description, allowing his memory to access the wealth of information inside his veins. Though he’d been on sea once in his life, the experiences of those who’d traveled the waves generations before made it feel natural. Enhanced agility aside, the sensation of the rolling of the ship was familiar, as if his balance had grown steady over cycles.

      At the moment, the ingrained acceptance of the sea’s motion was not his primary cause. He delved deep, searching for knowledge of the coastline that spanned the area between the peninsula and the outskirts of the capital city. After passing the towering cliffs of the peninsula, the contours of the land quickly returned to meet the rolling waves of the sea. Short ledges of loose rocks, smoothed and rounded by the constant pounding of the waves, were the norm for the majority of the distance. Closer to the capital, scattered beaches and dunes separated the rocky coastline. The ports of Leremont stretched out to the west, surpassing the border of the outermost ring of the city by half a mile.

      “You’ll need to make land without being seen,” Fay added. His eyes squinted as they moved along the rocky shore more than a mile to their north.

      Ryl opened his eyes. He was satisfied by the unexpected wealth of knowledge that had presented itself on command. It corroborated the descriptions provided by Captain Marish.

      He understood the need for subtlety. They would only need to maintain the ruse for so long. Their message was intended to do more than merely stoke the fires of change.

      Chaos was a likely and welcome result.

      The evil that had permeated the minds and hearts of too many was not something that required change. With the taint of the nexela flowing inside their veins, there would be no change of heart.

      He focused his attention skyward. A dark silhouette of a large black bird twisted above as it rode easily on the wind. The circle tightened rapidly as it swooped lower. It hovered for a moment as it flapped its large wings before alighting on the railing before Lord Eligar. The creature tilted its head slightly, hopping side to side, seemingly appraising the young lord with its beady, inquisitive eyes.

      Ryl sighed as he let the illusion fade. Though natural enough, there was something off to the motions of the giant bird. It hopped along the railing with movements that seemed mechanical, not organic. Though his heart thundered in his chest, racing after the application of the skill, the wear on his energy was minimal.

      “Under the cover of darkness, we should slip through whatever line they choose to form.” Ryl paused for a moment to catch his breath. “How far beyond that point is the capital?”

      “It’s almost a two-day walk from there,” Marish replied. “Even if the entire navy at Leremont sailed in the blockade, the line would be porous. There’s a stretch perhaps half the distance where a reef juts out into the sea. The underwater shelf runs for about a half mile. Many ships and sailors have been lost on those rocks. Any large vessel will give it a wide berth, especially without the sun to guide the way.”

      “Will we reach it in time?” Ryl quizzed.

      “If the seas remain as they have throughout the day, we’ll reach it well beyond the cover of darkness,” the captain agreed as his gaze moved skyward, studying the rolling clouds being dyed varying shades of color as they soaked up the final rays of the sun’s light. “Darkness falls quickly over the ocean. I’ll have the men ready the skiffs as soon as the light fades. It’ll be another six or eight hours.”

      Ryl took leave of the Captain Marish and Lord Eligar, returning to the cramped suite to attempt a measure of last minute rest. There was little planning yet to be done. They would need to be agile, adapting on the fly as the situations presented themselves. Any information they’d received, though credible, was days, if not weeks old. Much could have changed in that time.

      Sleep came with trouble. His head churned with possibilities. Solutions to problems yet to arise. What would the nature of the blockade be once they rounded the rocky corner? Once on shore, how would they gain access to the city? Of all, Cavlin was the most knowledgeable concerning the layout of the city. Millis, though his input was invaluable, ceded to him where matters of direction and the disposition of the capital were concerned. Eventually, the gentle rocking and the constant hiss of the waters as the frigate knifed through the waves lulled him to sleep.

      Ryl was snapped from his sleep by the distant boom of what sounded like thunder. The frantic rumble of footsteps outside and on the deck above spoke of something out of the ordinary. Outside the window, the darkness of the night was thick; only the diffused glow of the moon through the clouds above illuminated the seas beyond.

      Inside their chamber, the lanterns suspended from the walls swung gently with the ebb and flow of the sea’s waves. The dim glow cast moving shadows across the room. All of his companions had stirred with the unexpected activity. Ryl steadied himself against the waves as he rose to his feet. Outside, a single condensed flash sparked from the horizon, though well in the distance behind them. The report of the explosion followed an instant later.

      The door of their chamber swung violently open. The inward swing crashed into the wall unchecked, as Cavlin made no attempt to stop it as he strode purposefully into the room.

      “Cannons,” he growled. “On your feet. We need to leave now.”

      The guard exited as quickly as he had entered. Ryl noted no trace of hitch to his step as he hastened from the room.

      For a few moments the activity inside the chamber rivaled the bustle of the deck outside. It took but a moment for Ryl to collect his pack, striding from the room, allowing the others more space to collect theirs.

      Cavlin and Andr waited a few paces outside the door, tucked out of the way of the sailors against the wall of their quarters. Both guard and mercenary nodded in greeting as he approached.

      “Is it us they fire on?” Ryl quizzed. “How many ships are engaged?”

      Neither had an opportunity to speak as Lord Eligar answered for them. He slid down the ladder from the deck above. He did little to hide the sense of urgency in his voice.

      “They’ve yet to target us,” Fay interjected. He cast a worried glance to their rear as a rapid series of thumps erupted from another point to the south of the first. The horizon flashed with a blinding white light, though it faded as quickly as it had come. For an instant the black silhouette of the frigate stood out against the darkness that surrounded it.

      “I have no idea how many vessels are in pursuit, whether it’s one or that the whole host will follow; the message is telling,” Fay growled. “That vessel is the most ornately decorated frigate in the fleet today. It also flies the standard of my house. It was a ruse, meant to draw attention, test the motives of our new regent.”

      As he spoke, a second ship closer to the shore joined in the fray, with small flashes from the explosive discharge of the cannons.

      “That flag was to signify my presence aboard,” Lord Eligar explained. “Lord Kagran tips his hand. The kingdom will stop at nothing to silence their adversaries. The political fallout will not be severe, but there will be some, though silent, who strongly disagree with the attack.”

      The thunder from the rear of the fleet grew steadier as more of the ships that formed Lord Eligar’s rear guard engaged their attackers. It became evident that the kingdom had hoped for a surprise victory, though there was never any intention of a long, drawn-out naval battle. Judging from the flashes in the distance, there were only two vessels that fired on the fleet.

      “Fools,” Marish cursed as he stormed toward the group. “This was not a tactic I had expected. They’ve pinned themselves between the shore and a significantly larger force.”

      In the final moments of the setting sun, they had seen the mighty line of ships that formed the blockade. Though loosely spaced, the masts of their number could be seen bobbing on the horizon as far as their eyes could see.

      They had obviously tracked the vessel expected to be carrying Lord Eligar. Spread out as they were, they hadn’t the number or the resources to engage the entire fleet. Fay’s vessels sailed in a tight group, packed in close quarters stretching out over a matter of a few miles.

      This strike had been surgical. A strategic maneuver meant to inflict the greatest damage on a single target. No matter what happened aboard the ill-fated vessel, if Lord Eligar’s fleet was to retaliate against the remaining ships of the blockade, there would likely be few survivors. Even though it would have been a justifiable action, Fay and his sailors would be seen as butchers. The kingdom would have turned on him. Tales of his soldiers standing the lines against the Horde had likely spread far and wide by this point. What graces they received for the action would have been sabotaged.

      “Couldn’t Vox set the ship ablaze?” Cray’s voice rang with anger, his eyes wide as he watched the naval battle wane through the cover of darkness. Ryl’s companions had all gathered on the deck, though they were careful to remain out of the way of the sailors hastening through their prescribed duties.

      Ryl looked at the phrenic elementalist, who merely shrugged his shoulders.

      “They are far, yet he could likely do just that,” Ryl acknowledged. “That would serve us little purpose. To this point, they are unaware of our presence outside the palisade’s walls.”

      “As I said, we have no intention of sending a message here,” Lord Eligar added. “We will defend ourselves if provoked, yet my sailors will seek only to disable. The significance of this attack will ring clear, yet they will follow orders. Enough talk, we’re ahead of schedule, but this is as good a time as any. You should make landfall a few miles to the west of the reef.”

      Captain Marish barked out orders to his passing men, diverting the attention from preparing their defenses to hoisting the small skiffs overboard. Lord Eligar’s gaze moved across the gathering, pausing for a moment on Andr before stopping on Ryl.

      “It seems we will say farewell again on hostile seas, my friend,” Fay noted. There was a well-disguised touch of sadness to his voice. The concern, however, was palpable. “When we meet again, I hope the kingdom will be a safer place.”

      “The journey ahead is less uncertain this time, thanks again to you,” Ryl added. Fay stepped forward, bringing him into a tight yet brief embrace.

      “Remember, you always have a home and a friend waiting for you in Cantros,” he whispered before separating from Ryl and addressing the group. A wry smile crossed his face. “Keep him safe. You travel with a duke of House Eligar.”

      Few words were exchanged as the others began boarding the small skiffs.

      “A moment, please, before you leave, my friend.” Fay stopped Andr with a hand on his shoulder. The mercenary looked at Ryl before nodding to the young lord.

      Ryl moved with the others to the waiting boats suspended from the side of the vessel. Thankfully the seas were relatively calm; their swing was mild compared to his last venture into the Sea of Prosper. He glanced over his shoulder, catching both Fay and Andr staring at him while they talked. With a nod of his head, he acknowledged the pair before returning his attention to assisting the others scrambling aboard the boats. A few moments later, the mercenary again reached his side, grinning as their eyes met. It was an unexpected, knowing look, yet the elder man said nothing as the gaze passed. Ryl smiled to himself, shaking his head subtly. If there was anything he’d learned of his companion after their time spent together, it was that when the time was right, Andr would divulge that which was important.

      It took but a matter of tenuous moments for his companions to board the pair of skiffs hanging precariously over the railing of the frigate. Ryl was the last to board, easing carefully over the railing onto the swinging skiff. His feet had barely reached the deck when the sailors began lowering them toward the darkened waters below. The descent was reckless.

      Though it was a process likely practiced countless times, their boat struck the water with unexpected force. In total, seven of them were cramped into each of the small vessels, which were only a little larger than the skiff he and Andr had escaped using, running from the fury of the storm. Ryl found himself sprawled on top of Cray and Tash. Andr cursed as he gained his footing, struggling to control the vessel in the rolling water. Vox and Ramm steadied themselves against the gunnels, while Palon alone seemed unfazed, perched like a living figurehead at the bow of the skiff.

      Ryl cast a quick glance to his rear as the splash behind them signaled the second boat reaching the water. The team lowering the others had judged the distance more appropriately. Without a sound, the boat slipped away from the edge of the vessel, letting its small sail unfurl in the gentle breeze. Among the group, Millis was the second most experienced sailor behind Andr. Though the knowledge likely resided somewhere deep inside his brain, Ryl was loath to commandeer control from a more seasoned sailor. His skills would likely be put to the test before they again reached the security of shore. Illusion was a newfound, taxing addition to his overwhelming array of talents. The application, though it grew easier by the day, was still withering, requiring an incredible amount of attention and energy. He couldn’t risk that focus while also attempting to navigate the small vessel.

      It was only a moment before Andr gained control of their skiff. The violently churning sea along the edge of the frigate eased as they gained distance from her hull. The salty mist that foamed from the peaks of the waves alongside their host and clouded the air cleared as they slipped quietly away.

      The sea was peaceful compared to his last expedition into her depths. It was a miracle that they had survived the wrath of the storm that nearly crushed them into the jagged cliffs of the Outlands. Had they been much further out to sea when the waves had tossed them into the icy waters, he had little expectation that either of them would have survived. From the information that Captain Marish had relayed, the shoreline was only a matter of a few short miles from where they had abandoned the security of their host. With the exception of Andr, all inside the vessel had been ordered to keep as low a profile as possible. In the depth of the night, under the control of a less than masterful captain, one errant gust of wind that caught in the sails could spell their doom. The swinging boom would strike like a hammer. There was little hope for any who were thrown overboard.

      Ryl took a moment to survey the sea that surrounded them. The diffused light from the moon, hidden by a thick covering of clouds, did little to provide much in the way of details. The undulating blanket of water stood out as only a slightly lighter shade of darkness, though here and there the caps of the waves sparkled as they reflected the muted light from above. The frigate that had deposited them into the sea was nothing more than a large shadow of deeper black, set against the backdrop of darkness.

      To their west, the thunder of the naval battle continued, though its intensity had diminished. The sporadic explosions that flashed and roared were all directed to the north. The battle, though a surprise, had been one sided. Lord Eligar’s troops had defended themselves well, though it was uncertain at what cost. The cannon fire now was halfhearted, likely more to keep the vessels from the kingdom at bay rather than their destruction.

      Ahead there was only a gently rolling sea and darkness. They were yet too far and there was too little light to make out any details of the shoreline in the distance. The small skiff carrying the remainder of their force was only a small smudge on the horizon even though they were separated by less than thirty meters. They followed the visual cues of the disturbance created by their wake, though Ryl could see the signatures of the phrenics aboard clearly with his mindsight.

      It wasn’t long before the battle to their west ceased entirely. A pinpoint of flickering light had grown in the darkness as the cannon fire came to a thundering end. What started as a small disturbance quickly swelled into a raging fire that stretched high into the air as it consumed the wooden vessel. Ryl watched with a sense of morbid curiosity as sailors worked to douse the flames that threatened to consume the ship. The light danced off the rolling waves, sparkling with a mesmerizing array of orange, red and yellow.

      Without warning, the flames of the doomed vessel disappeared, concealed by a massive shadow. Ryl felt his heart skip a beat as Andr whispered the warning before he could voice his.

      “Hold on,” the mercenary hissed as he leaned hard to his side against the rudder.

      Ryl braced himself against the wall of the vessel while he focused on the illusion. Their small craft tilted dangerously to the right as they avoided the collision with the fleeing vessel. The gunnel to the left ran just above the waves, the right side angled high into the air. He squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating on the images of his desire. The vision was clear in his mind, though he only hoped the application was as well done.

      He concentrated on the sea that surrounded the two small ships where he and his companions hastened toward the shore. He disguised the vessels with an image of rolling waves of the open sea. Where each of his company’s vessels cut through the water, he cast the image of a single log of innocuous driftwood. Though the application of the skill felt finely tuned, perfected by countless cycles of practice, his confidence was still shaky. He felt the weariness grow exponentially as he worked to cover the two locations. In the darkness, perfection was not a necessity. Crude details would suffice, as they were aided by the gloom of the cover of darkness.

      For a few perilous moments, their meager craft tilted dangerously to the side. The leading edge of the passing vessel’s wake slammed into them just as they reached an upright position. Salty water splashed over the edge of the boat as they were tossed mercilessly to the opposite side of the vessel. Ryl found his body crushed against the mast. His head rebounded against the unforgiving wood. The breath rushed from his lungs as he toppled to the soaking wooden floor.

      The effort it took to remain conscious was intense. Holding the illusion as well was monumental as his head clouded with confusion. It was as if a thick mist settled over the clarity of his thoughts, masking everything in a distorted haze. He felt his body waver dangerously close to the edge of the darkness of unconsciousness. He heard voices; though muffled, they were intent, focused. The grips of strong hands wrapped around his arms, hoisting him back to his knees. A stiff breeze accompanied the salty spray whipping over them.

      As he blinked away the confusion, the truth of their position dawned with startling clarity. At first he thought his vision was blurred, an unintended consequence of the blow. The entire horizon of the night sky to his front seemed to race past at a dizzying speed. Without warning, the vision cleared; the disturbing reality dawned on him. What had appeared to be the blurring of the night was in fact the vessel that had very nearly crushed them. The disturbance in the air had been a product of their passing.

      He followed the black shadow, only slightly darker than the night sky, as it plowed through the sea to their right. To the east.

      “Ryl, are you ok?” Andr hissed. His voice carried a hint of agitation as if he’d been speaking for some time without garnering a response.

      Ryl felt his body sink further forward as the pressure of the hands that held him aloft released. His descent was arrested quickly. Casting a quick glance at the shadow of the passing ship, he let the remains of the illusion fade. He leaned heavily against the mast, leaning his head back against the waterlogged wood.

      “Aye, I’ll be fine,” he commented as he slowly slid his body down to a seated position. At the moment, the words lacked the confidence that he felt within his body. There was a chilling emptiness to his veins, though his left arm still felt curiously heated.

      “Can anyone see the others?” Andr continued.

      It was Vox who answered before Ryl could control the mindsight that was now little more than an involuntary response.

      “Fear not, they move to the north with speed.” Vox’s voice was reassuring, though Ryl needed the visual confirmation to set his addled mind at ease.

      With effort, he brought his own mindsight to bear. A sense of relief surged through his body as he clearly noted the shapes of the phrenics as they continued ahead.

      “Hold on, I’ll turn us toward shore,” Andr whispered as he eased the boat to the north. Ryl curled his legs in, hugging them to his chest as he cowered on the wet floor of the skiff. He could feel the worried eyes of the unawakened on him. Cray sat on one side, Tash on the other. Palon crouched a pace ahead, seemingly impervious to the undulations of the sea or movement of the small craft. The massive frame of Ramm squatted nearby as well.

      Ryl smiled as he viewed the phrenic. Ramm’s oversized frame was out of place on the narrow skiff. The phrenic noted his stare.

      “I for one will be happy to have my feet back on dry ground again,” the phrenic growled, though the white of his teeth illuminated the grin that split his face.

      The moment of distraction was interrupted by the jarring sound that erupted from the east. A thunderous cracking and groaning of wood split the renewed still of the night. Even from a distance, the nondescript screams and curses of the sailors aboard carried across the water.

      “They hit the reef,” Ramm grumbled. All eyes aboard turned toward the sound of the disturbance. Though the snapping of timbers had silenced, the shouting could still be heard as the crew worked to regain some semblance of control. A dull orange hue seemed to swell around the edges of the grounded ship, illuminating the troubled vessel. The glowing border presented an image of the large vessel tilting dangerously to its side. At least one of its massive masts had snapped; the jagged splinters of its remains stabbed downward at an angle over the edge of the vessel.

      Pinpoints of light sprouted from its deck as the crew scrambled to light lanterns to assess the damage. The element of surprise had been long since ruined; there was little need for subtleties now.

      “Was that one of Lord Eligar’s fleet?” Tash asked from his position leaning against the gunnel of their craft. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

      “It’s doubtful that it was one of Fay’s,” Andr noted. “The fleet had already begun turning south to avoid the reef; the cannon fire from his ships was much further out to sea. Though dimly illuminated, Fay’s fleet burned lanterns. This ship was running in the dark, likely disheartened by the overwhelming response to their doomed attack.”

      Ryl nodded his head in agreement with the sentiment. The fog that had settled over his mind lifted further with every passing moment, like rays of the sun piercing through the clouds; the clarity returned, illuminating his thoughts and understanding in brief, though widening patches. He could feel the warmth of the alexen return slowly to his veins as he recovered rapidly from the effort.

      “There’s little we can do to help them now,” Ryl acknowledged.

      His sentiment turned out to be more clairvoyant than he had intended.

      A moment later, the sky flashed with the light of day. The tragically listing ship flashed for an instant, a black silhouette amidst a blinding ball of light. With a thunderous crack, the ship disintegrated, tearing to pieces as the blast shredded it from within. The fireball stretched high into the sky as the flames reached the kegs of powder stored below decks.
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      The shock wave struck them with a percussive thump. Ryl felt the force of the blast as it hammered his body. Still bracing from the near disaster with the much larger vessel, they were in position to weather the blast with little disturbance. The boat lurched forward as the wave of pressure blew past, snapping the sail at an awkward angle.

      The turbulence of the sea followed a few moments later. The gentle waves rolled; the peaks and troughs were spaced out at a comfortable distance and represented little vertical change. Ryl cringed as he noted the surge that resulted from the detonation of the ship. It stretched easily two meters above the others, moving at an angle that seemed oblivious to the normal machinations of the placid sea. Its peak was jagged, white and frothing with agitation as it barreled toward them. Images of the horrors of the night he and Andr were capsized flashed into his mind.

      Ryl let the wind swell around his right arm as he shouted a warning to the group. He pulsed out a sense of warning, hoping it would reach his companions sailing further ahead in time to prepare for the incoming watery assault. Andr shifted the angle of their boat to avoid being broadsided by the fury of the wave.

      An instant before the wall of water contacted their meager vessel, Ryl released the energy that had built around his arm. With a grunt of exertion, he hammered the wave with the unnatural power that flowed through his veins. The strength he poured into the wind was terrifying; the air rushed from his arm like a maelstrom. Even so, the effort amounted to little in the face of the sea’s fury. The wave parted slightly at the crest; the water that had begun to curl and froth blasted outward behind the swell.

      Their boat again tilted at a vicious angle, this time angling dramatically toward the prow. He wrapped his right arm around the mast, holding the sturdy wooden upright in the crook of his elbow. With his other hand he grasped the closest body to him, twisting his fist, collecting a ball of fabric as they were tossed by the mercy of the sea. Cries of alarm mixed with groans of pain as they were again jostled against the unforgiving sides of the small vessel. Ryl readied the speed in his veins, determined to enter the sea if any should be tossed from the skiff.

      With as much notice as its arrival, the wave released them from its grasp as it rushed onward. Large splashes sounded from their rear as flaming chunks of the doomed ship rained down, hissing as they entered the water. In places, large pieces still remained aflame as they bobbed helplessly on the waves. Where the mighty ship had once rested at an angle, only a single wedge of debris remained, a burning monument to the lives that had been extinguished in the blink of an eye.

      Whether they had been loyal soldiers of House Eligar or the kingdom guards, Ryl mourned the loss of life. They had foolishly attacked under the cover of darkness in an effort to silence the one lord who had stood up to the kingdom’s abhorrent practices. Karma and justice had been swift and devastating.

      His attention turned to his companions, who were all in varying stages of righting themselves after the tumultuous previous few moments on the sea. Thankfully, all were still present aboard the ship. Even in the darkness, he could see the stain of blood that ran down Cray’s face. The phrenics Tash and Palon rubbed gingerly over sore areas, yet none showed any serious signs of outward injury.

      “Is everyone alright?” Ryl asked, earning varying degrees of affirmative responses from each of his companions. Without waiting for an answer, he scanned the sea surrounding them, searching for signs of the other phrenics. Their signatures were easy to locate; both burned brightly slightly east of north from their position.

      “Andr, get us to shore. I want to follow the others,” he added as he pointed in the direction of their signatures. “The phrenics still move at speed, though I have no way of knowing if everyone else is aboard. Keep your eyes to the water.”

      Time seemed to stretch on interminably as they scanned the black waves before them. Though the uncertainty remained, the movement of the phrenics in his mindsight had continued steadily to the north. Had they lost any of their number, Ryl was sure they would have circled back in effort to locate them. Further to their south, lights bloomed from all the vessels, both of the kingdom’s blockade and Lord Eligar’s fleet. Narrow cones of angled light from the lanterns held overboard searched the seas as the nearest of the kingdom’s ships approached the wreckage of their companions.

      There would be none pulled from the sea alive tonight.

      It was with a sense of subdued relief that they reached the shore without incident. The short journey over the sea had only spanned a few miles, yet it had been eventful nonetheless. Their small skiff grounded on the rocky shore with a jarring impact that further jostled the bruised passengers. Ryl was thankful for the relatively calm waters of the sea, as the rocky coastline would have been unforgiving with a heavy surf.

      He was among the last to exit the boat, stretching out his battered and cramped body as his feet reached the dry land. The directions he had provided Andr by using the skills of his phrenic mindsight were sound. He squinted his eyes into the darkness to his right. They had landed less than five meters from their companions’ ship; the blackened outline loomed just to their east.

      “The others wait just ahead,” Vox whispered, motioning the group up the small bank separating the land from the pounding waves of the sea. The coastline here was rocky, yet a short distance ahead, it ended in a thick wall of trees. From the descriptions he had gathered from Millis, Andr and Cavlin, the woods stretched for roughly a mile before thinning into a narrow rolling plain. Less than half a mile later, the Kingsway cut through the grasses, running unimpeded to the capital city to the east. They were still too far west of the sprawling estates of the nobles, yet they would surely encounter them before long.

      Only a few meters into the woods, they reconnected with the remainder of their group. Paasek was the first to meet them; his shadow stepped from behind the cover of a tree.

      “Is everyone well?” Ryl quizzed as he reached out to shake Paasek’s large, stony hand. A wave of relief surged over him as Paelec responded with emotion before the phrenic counselor could respond. He grinned, pivoting slightly, nodding to the phrenic archer, who remained a few meters away, hidden by the darkness of the forest.

      “Aye, only a few bruises,” Paasek confirmed. “Your warning reached us in time. I was able to raise a wedge of stone to part the surge before it struck. Nothing more than a bit of turbulence and spray. From your appearance, we’ll all likely miss the presence of a fire tonight.”

      Water had permeated the clothing of all who had been aboard his vessel, though until the reminder, he had put the thought from his mind. Under the cover of the forest, the wind was still, though thankfully the night had lost some of the biting chill that was not uncommon this early in the cycle.

      “Change if you will, but be quick about it.” Cavlin’s tone was measured though he carried an air of authority that none felt the need or desire to challenge. The secretive guard likely knew the area better than any here, though his story was still shrouded in mystery.

      “There will be plenty of walking to dry your wet clothes,” he interjected. “We have many miles to cover tonight, and the shelter of the forest will only protect us for so long. There will be little to hide behind once we reach the outskirts of the estates that stretch along the Kingsway.”

      The reality had troubled him since they had planned their excursion. With the closest bulk of the army roughly a day to the west of their position, there was little to physically threaten their party before reaching the outer defenses of the walled section of Leremont. They were now inside the walls of the forces of the kingdom, both naval and land bound. There was little other reasonable avenue to reach the city.

      Remaining along the coastline was out of the question. Roving naval patrols and the estates’ guards would have recognized the clandestine efforts of the group as they cut across the vast open expanses of their lands. They strived to maintain the element of surprise as they approached the capital city. The kingdom’s navy had struck a blow at Lord Eligar’s fleet, yet they had no indication that it was aimed at anyone other than the young lord himself. They had fired purposefully on the vessel bearing his standard and none other. The captain believed that the blockade would remain thin in the approach toward Leremont; the waters surrounding the capital’s ports would be teeming with vessels. There would be no avenue to sneak into the city there.

      It was a disconcerting proposition that the most realistic and feasible means of approach was also the most visible. Sandwiched between the rings of soldiers, they could move with little to hinder their cause, though patrols were certain. Assuredly, each of the estates would feature a private guard, though they would likely not have a consolidated force at the gates ready to challenge unknown travelers along the road. His biggest fear was information.

      News of the happenings in The Stocks had reached the capital, which meant versions of it had been disseminated among the higher echelons of society as well as the kingdom as a whole.

      Word had a way to travel faster than the wind.

      The more shocking the news, the greater the speed.

      News of The Stocks, the disruption of the Harvest, the battle before the wall, and the death of the king would be known by all.

      The devastation of the Estates that bordered the southern palisade had likely served as a stark reminder that their mortality was finite. The volume of soldiers they now held in retainers would have swelled dramatically. The price of their services would have grown exponentially. Ryl looked at the mercenary who had become the closest person to family. At one point, the allure of coins would have been too great to resist.

      “From what we know, we are inside the blockade; what reception will we garner from the private guards of the nobility?” Ryl asked. Any attention from the sea was a few hours off at best. There would likely be a response from the land, though there would be no stealth used to conceal their approach. He was certain their presence would be noted long before they posed any threat. The unawakened chose dry clothing over the threat of treading further in their wet apparel. The trio stripped down, hastily donning their dry garments. The rest of the party wrung out the excess water as best they could, silently content to forge onward, letting the air dry them.

      Cavlin rolled his shoulders; even in the darkness, Ryl caught the sudden wince of pain. His left arm moved to cover the healing wound on his abdomen, squeezing against his body as he spoke. Ryl noted the hint of pain that flavored his words.

      “It’s not uncommon for groups to travel the road at all hours of the night. Neither will the presence of swords necessarily spark any warning,” he responded. “Our present company, however …”

      His eyes moved to the tributes first before scanning the phrenics as he paused.

      “Our present company will likely draw more unnecessary attention,” he continued. “The brands on your necks are a dead giveaway. Tales of the tattooed warriors who disrupted the Harvest, who held the demons of the Horde at bay have likely grown into something of legend.”

      “Will Fay’s uniforms be known well enough to raise any undue alarm?” Ryl quizzed. “Brands will be an easy thing to conceal. I’d like to preserve as much of my strength as possible should we be detained for any length of time. The illusion of clothing on so many will be taxing.”

      “Not likely,” Millis added. “House Eligar’s colors would be well known to the guards, though it is unlikely that the relatively plain clothes they wore to Cadsae Proper would be recognized.”

      Ryl shook his head in understanding as he retrieved the dry tunic from his pack. He repressed a sense of annoyance as he removed and carefully stowed his phrenic cloak in his small bag. He knew the other phrenics would likely feel the same. The feeling of dry clothing on his skin should have been a comfort when compared to the wet rags that he removed, yet the sensation of the fabric over his tattooed arms was a constant irritation.

      The trek through the woods was an arduous, though uneventful affair. Brambles and bushes choked the pathways between the trees, making for sluggish travel. It wasn’t until they happened upon a small game trail that their progress increased to a steady march. Though their speed increased, they stopped frequently, their eyes and ears tuned to the noises around them. Little in the way of sound echoed through the dense undergrowth aside from the muffled scurrying of small creatures fleeing their path and the occasional beating of wings as their group disrupted the nighttime activities of some avian predator.

      Time dragged on as they followed the winding, narrow game trail, though it was likely little more than an hour before they reached the thinning edge of the forest. The light from the moon through the clouds was dull, though it was welcome, as their eyes had grown accustomed to the complete blackness under the trees. Ahead a wide field of wild grasses swayed gently in the breeze; the motion was eerily similar to the rolling waves of the sea. In the distance a thin line of darkness bisected the wild fields.

      The Kingsway.

      The sight of the thoroughfare disappeared into the darkness as it meandered over the rolling hills to the west. Cadsae Proper and The Stocks lay several hundred miles in that direction, separated by two armies and a kingdom corrupt, stubborn and hesitant to give up the twisted ways of the past. Ryl sneered as he moved his attention to the east.

      The complete darkness of the early hours of morning was still upon them. Through the patchy clouds to the east, the night sky was still shrouded by a deep violet. It would be a few hours before the sun rose enough to begin to brighten the horizon. Ryl understood that the wild plains ran uninhibited for several miles before ending abruptly as they reached the outermost walled estates. Flickering pinpoints of light sparkled in the darkness as the sprawling complexes were illuminated in part, warding off the dangers of the darkness.

      Millis moved a step ahead from the group, surveying the road ahead; his vision remained on the flickering light in the distance before he turned to face the group. He surveyed them with as much curiosity as he viewed the landscape that surrounded them.

      “We’ve been through much in the last few moons, yet even in the poor light, I believe this is the first time I’ve seen any of your faces.” Millis grinned. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet the gaze of those who’ve stood shoulder to shoulder in defense of the tributes. In defense of the kingdom as a whole. Though it’s still dark, I recognize that look. The burning expression, the determination will not diminish.”

      Millis’s gaze shifted to Ryl as he continued. “I’ve seen firsthand the power the conviction holds,” he reiterated. “Even when wielded by the hands of one untrained in the powers that my eyes still have trouble comprehending.”

      The phrenics remained silent though their response was crystal clear. The feelings of gratitude, of acceptance and of hope were unquestionable.

      For a few moments none broke the silence, though all eyes returned to their calculating surveillance of the road and estates in the distance.

      “The road ahead is still long,” Cavlin announced, breaking the silent surveillance of the surrounding terrain. “From here we’re still a good thirty miles from the outer wall of Leremont. If we make haste, we can reach the capital in the middle of the next night. That will leave us two days before the start of the Deliverance.”

      Though the front of the walled estates was yet miles in the distance, it was agreed that approaching on the open road was the wiser of prospects. Groups of travelers, while not uncommon, would raise less attention when in plain sight on the well-worn road than skulking in the shadows of the forest.

      After the disturbances of the naval battle, the night had returned to its original quiet. The high-pitched buzz of insects silenced momentarily as the party passed through the tall grasses. The rustling of the plants as they were jostled by the wind was calming as they moved onward toward the blackened line that signified the presence of the road. They had covered nearly half the distance when Ryl stopped abruptly.

      Floating on the wind was an unnatural noise. A low rumble sounded from the east, accompanied by an intermittent squeaking that pierced through the racket.

      He sank into a crouch as he motioned for the party to follow suit. A pair of horses pulling a large wagon loaded with bodies surged westward along the Kingsway. It charged out from behind the unintentional cover of the wall of the estate that bordered the southern side of the road.

      “Down,” Ryl hissed as he flattened his body to the ground. One by one the heads of his companions submerged beneath the sea of wild grasses. He groaned as his eyes registered the path they had carved in the field with their passage. He steadied his breath as he focused on the discrepancy. The darkened streak from where they had walked vanished, swallowed by the waving grasses that surrounded them.

      The wagon approached at speed; a pair of lanterns hanging from the front illuminated the road before them; the wash of light spilled outward in a wide halo. As they neared their position, the details of the cargo became clear. A pair of guards rode at the head of the wagon, the bed bristling with the heads of soldiers they pulled in tow. They moved with purpose spurred on by necessity.

      As they neared where the party lay concealed in the grasses, the wagon slowed. Ryl felt his heart hammer in his chest as the guards angled the horses off the road, cutting into the field to the south. The heavy clop of the great horses’ hooves on the hard-packed road deepened into solid thumps as they plodded across the natural turf. The wagon creaked and groaned as it protested the rougher terrain.

      Ryl watched attentively as the guards guided the horses through the field. Though they were still a good twenty meters away, the risk of discovery was real. The words were garbled, yet he could hear the animated tones of the conversations of the soldiers riding in the rear of the wagon.

      After a few tense moments, the carriage and its crew rumbled past. At the tree line, the soldiers disembarked with haste. The group gathered for a moment while the drivers tethered the horses to the nearest tree before heading into the forest. In the dim light it was difficult to accurately count their numbers, though Ryl’s best estimate had their strength at no more than twenty men. They removed a single lantern from the wagon before heading into the forest.

      Ryl watched for a moment as the party disappeared into the darkened line of trees. The crunching of their footsteps on the fallen leaves and the snapping of twigs signaled their haste and complete disregard for stealth. The sudden thought sparked an idea that initiated the wicked grin that pulled up on the corners of his lips.

      Their arrival was fortuitous.

      Ryl rose to his knees, letting his gaze fall on the wagon for a moment before reaching his companion sheltering beneath the waving grasses. His eyes met with Andr’s as he spoke. The mercenary’s eyes hardened, as their thoughts were in tune.

      “Let’s pay our friends a visit,” he growled.

      The whisper of darkness that rose from deep within relished the comment. For a moment its intentions were aligned with Ryl’s.
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      Ryl stalked through the underbrush, his footsteps were cautious, yet there was little need to conceal all sound. The party of soldiers they tracked moved at an uncomfortably sluggish pace. Their haphazard plodding through the woods elicited a colorful variety of curses and more than enough sound to drown them all out.

      They had separated into two groups as they stalked their prey into the forest. Divided as they had been on the vessels at sea, Ryl led his group to the west of the guards while Paasek moved to the east. It wasn’t long before they had forged ahead of the fumbling soldiers; the soothing sounds of the waves crashing on the shore were clear, even over the din of the uncoordinated movement through the woods.

      With a quick word, Ryl stopped in the path of the oncoming guards. He wheeled around to face the incoming soldiers, his companions spreading out to his left in a convex line. Andr was positioned to his side, the phrenics Vox and Ramm beside him. The three unawakened formed the end of his line. They were under explicit orders to avoid all combat should it come to that.

      Ryl felt the approach of the party to his right, his phrenic senses alerting him to the others nearby. The hulking, angular form of Paasek materialized from the dark, pausing a few meters from his shoulder. A blade had sprouted in his hand. The massive great sword shimmered as it caught the dappled hints of moonlight that snuck through the foliage. The stealthy phrenic archer, Paelec, slipped silently between the pair. To Paasek’s side, Ryl knew the remainder of their group fanned out to form the trap that was soon to be sprung.

      With slow, steady breaths, he steeled himself as the light from the lantern grew as it cut through the trees. There were no direct lines of sight beneath the canopy of foliage, no easy path to flee. Whether they would fight or flee, that would soon be decided. The noises of the guards crashing through the underbrush grew.

      The light from the lantern cast odd shadows as the group moved through the forest. They were nearly upon them when the soldier in the lead finally noted Ryl’s ominous presence materializing from the darkness a few meters before them. The glint of a blade in the darkness brought him to a hasty stop. With only a feeble cry of warning, the man in the lead toppled forward, falling to his hands and knees as those behind him continued forward. Ryl hammered the group with a sense of paralyzing fear. Their line compressed, bunching into a compact ball of humanity, as the forest moved around them. Unseen soldiers, weapons drawn, stepped from the shadows into the outermost ring of the lantern’s light.

      “Lay down your weapons. Now.” Ryl again emphasized his words with an overwhelming feeling of dread. Compliance would be the only option.

      There was something off to the feeling. The darkened sensations felt tainted as the power flowed from his veins. As necessary as they were, he regretted forcing the emotions upon others, yet a disturbing piece of him relished the control, the dominion over the helpless guards.

      The soldiers needed no further pressing to oblige. The clanging of steel blades as they struck the exposed roots of the trees echoed through the darkened forest.

      “Who … who are you?” The lead soldier had managed, though tentatively, to return to his feet. He shifted backward, pressing against the compacted circle of humanity at his rear.

      “You were unlucky to find us tonight,” Ryl growled, his face maintaining a wicked sneer. “We are not whom you seek. They are dead, swallowed by the sea.”

      Ryl angled his head toward Andr at his left.

      “Bind them,” he ordered before turning his head back to the leader of the group. The man was young, likely little older than himself. His pressed uniform was immaculate, likely never seeing any combat more fierce than training could produce. He regretted the man’s misfortune.

      There were a few grumbled complaints as guards’ hands were tied securely behind their backs. Unarmed and surrounded by an armed force whose number they knew not, their position was hopeless. Ryl maintained a sporadic illusion that surrounded the group. Just beyond the extent of the lantern’s light, the darkened shadows of patrols shifted silently between the trees.

      “Why are you doing this?” It was the first guard who voiced the complaint as he along with his companions were bound.

      “Because, like you, I have orders,” Ryl growled. “Orders from a higher authority than you.”

      He turned to Andr, who was finishing the restraints on the speaker of the group.

      “Take them to the sea,” he demanded as his companions began shuffling the restrained soldiers through the woods toward the sounds of the waves to the south. “Kill them. Let the water hide their remains.”

      The collective tension descended over the procession. There were groans of shock and terror, yet the bared blades held the doomed guards in check. There was a growing sense of blackness from within, bubbling up at the prospects of the impending slaughter.

      “Sir, they are unarmed and bound.” It was Paelec who protested the order. He had only taken a few steps as he led the leader of the kingdom’s guards toward his doom. “These were not our orders.”

      “Perhaps not your orders, but my directive comes from Lord Kagran himself. You do well not to question the regent if you value your life as well. The kingdom is changing. The great houses will fall one by one. The foolish escapades in The Stocks have provided an ample distraction; they have divided the forces throughout the kingdom. You know as well as I under what banner the troops that control the capital march. The black guard follows him without question.”

      Ryl let the illusion of the soldiers in the trees fade.

      Paelec was silent as he ushered his quarry to the south. An agonized cry cut through the night. It cut off with an abrupt silence. The phrenic archer had made it a step beyond Ryl when he turned without warning. He spun the bound guard with him, pushing the man ahead to the north.

      “Run,” he hissed as he lunged at Ryl.

      The sudden impact was jarring. Ryl and the phrenic archer spilled to the ground, snapping twigs as they struggled together on the leafy forest floor. The guard needed no further emphasis before plunging into the woods, frantically racing to the north.

      After a few moments, Paelec released his hold on Ryl. The phrenic archer rolled to the side, rising to a crouched position.

      “Are you alright, Ryl?” he asked as he offered his hand.

      “I’m fine, my friend,” Ryl offered as he accepted the assistance, rising to his feet. The snapping of branches continued in the distance, though the volume spoke of the progression of the guard to the north. “You play the part well.”

      Ryl grinned as he clapped his phrenic companion on the shoulder.

      “Make sure our friend here has the motivation to continue toward the west,” Ryl added. “Don’t follow him for long. We’ll depart as soon as we’ve secured the others.”

      With a nod the phrenic slipped into the darkness, following the frantic crashing of the fleeing guard. Ryl felt the arrival of the others from the south a moment later. He turned to greet the remainder of his companions as they emerged from the darkness.

      “Acting was not a skill I had expected you’d mastered, my young friend.” It was Cavlin’s voice that broke the silence. “They’ve been secured around a small stand of trees. One in that group will prove clever enough to slip their binds sooner or later. If not, the army from the south or the patrols from the sea will find them. Eventually.”

      “Well done,” Ryl acknowledged. “Their arrival couldn’t have been more perfectly timed. The wagon will make the trip to Leremont substantially less tiring. Once the report reaches the army, word of Lord Kagran’s deceit will likely ignite the division he’s forged throughout the heads of the households. It won’t take a brilliant mind to understand the true makeup of the forces that march toward the wall.”

      Ryl collected the lantern that the fleeing guard had neglected in his haste. With his hands secured behind his back, it would have done him little good anyway. The attention of their group focused as a shout arose in the distance, echoing through the trees.

      “He moves for the wagon. Stop him.” Ryl recognized the timbre of Paelec’s voice. A moment later, the snap of a bowstring preceded the solid thunk of an arrow striking wood.

      “Through the fields. He makes for the road,” Paelec’s call sounded, reporting the progress of his measured pursuit.

      “Paelec herds him to the west,” Ryl added. “Let’s collect the wagon and move on. We’ll meet him on the road. He’ll break off the chase soon.”

      Movement through the woods proved much easier aided by the light of the lantern. The coarse shouts of Paelec had ceased by the time they exited the cover of the forest. The horses nickered in agitation as the unfamiliar party approached where they were hitched to the tree line. A single wave of calming emotion from Ryl placated the beasts.

      Andr went to work unhitching the horses from the tree while Ryl climbed easily to the driver’s seat. An arrow was embedded into the backrest of the bench. The arrow pulled free with little effort. To his surprise, Cray clambered up the other side. The unawakened tribute paused as he reached the seat.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” he asked. His voice was feeble, yet pleading. He knew the young man had something on his mind.

      “Of course not, the road will be long, and the company will be welcome,” Ryl answered with a genuine smile.

      Cray nodded his thanks as he seated himself on the wooden bench to Ryl’s right. Andr, having finished turning the horses, swung himself up, joining their companions in the rear of the wagon. With a massive blast of air from their nostrils, they lurched forward as Ryl spurred the pair of massive drays onward. The wagon groaned and jumped as they picked up speed over the uneven field.

      “Is there something on your mind, Cray?” Ryl broke the silence that accompanied the apprehensive tension he felt clouding the air between them.

      Cray sighed, though it was a moment before he responded.

      “I mean no offense, Ryl, but was it wise to let that man go?” Cray inquired. “What’s to stop him from circling back and freeing his companions? We would have another force closer on our heels. If he makes the army, we may find ourselves overwhelmed by cavalry before we can see to our objectives.”

      Ryl listened intently as the tribute spoke. His questions were valid; there was no animosity hidden behind the words, only genuine curiosity and concern. He nodded his head as he replied.

      “Never be afraid to ask the question,” he answered. “As for the reaction of the soldier, I have no way of telling what decision he will come to. I only aimed to steer him in the right direction. There are no certainties in this life. That man may be just as likely to trip on the road. Keep in mind his hands were still bound behind his back; there would be little to arrest his fall. He may spend the rest of the night unconscious in a ditch.”

      Cray’s eyes went from curious to confused as he listened to Ryl speak.

      “Whether he makes it to the army, in the end, it matters not,” Ryl added. “My hope is that he does. He’ll have hours to practice his tale, have hours for it to grow, for the impending perceived atrocities of Lord Kagran to ferment until they are unconscionable. The houses are divided. Any doubt created by the words he will deliver will make the disparity shine clear. The greed has run unchecked for ages. They despise the unapproved consolidation of power, for the entirety of the elixir now remains under the banner of the new regent.”

      Ryl slowed the horses again, steadying himself as they bumped over the remaining divot before gaining the road. The surface was relatively smooth, though nothing more than hard-packed dirt mixed in with smaller stones. He turned the wagon to the east, though he pulled gently on the reins, grinding their progress to a halt.

      “They fear for the survival of their very houses, yet many have likely disregarded the prospect of their own mortality,” Ryl continued, turning his body toward Cray. “Though the army consists of mainly common citizens, blissfully ignorant to the machinations of those whose perceived station is far above them, the officers will likely have ties to the nobility. Threat of their houses’ impending doom will divide them further. If that happens, the forces that aim to harass Le’Dral will be lessened. The walls of The Stocks will hold; it’s the battle from within that will prove the most challenging.”

      Cray frowned at the response. Ryl knew the question, while the information was important, was not the one that caused the agitation he saw clearly written across his face.

      “If there is more, ask,” he offered.

      Cay exhaled a deep breath, steeling himself before the questions rolled off his tongue.

      “When did you learn about your powers?” The questions came at first like a trickle, yet Ryl knew they were only the beginning of the flood to come. “When did you realize that the blood in your veins was anything but a curse that had condemned you to a life barely worth living?”

      “It was only a matter of moons after Elias’s Harvest that the truth came to light,” Ryl answered. The mention of Elias’s name sent a stab of pain or remorse through his body. He had mourned the loss of his friend cycles earlier. Though he’d always feel the wound of his passing, he’d come to peace with it. The pain of having lost him a second time was crushing. The finality, the certainty, was heartbreaking.

      There would be no reunion this time.

      He paused, struggling to work through the lance of devastation that lanced through his body. Hope had been renewed after the dissolution of the army of the Horde before the gates, yet his heart ached with a potent pain of supreme loss that would linger. Elias was not the only one he’d lost that day. Ryl’s eyes fell to his right arm, to the tattooed handprint. Even looking at the delicate outline of her fingers brought a sense of relief, though he hesitated to make contact with it. The power that flowed from the touch was exhilarating. His body swelled with energy; the atmosphere that surrounded him crackled with electricity. In those moments, he could feel her presence as if she was connected to him.

      The return to normality in the wake of the sensation left him feeling empty. In the moments following, the world was dull, cold.

      “Da’agryn. The Prophet. Taben. Whichever name you choose to call him, he was the architect of my instruction,” Ryl continued, relieved to further remove his mind from the lingering thoughts of loss. “It was he who opened my eyes to the world that had been removed from the collective memory of the kingdom. He connected me with the Erlyn. It was only a day before my fight with submaster Osir.”

      “Is that when you learned to control the pathways of the woods?” Cray inquired. Whether intentional or not, his voice was flavored with a hint of anger.

      “It was, though as you’re learning now, it is a task that comes at a great cost to your strength and energy,” he answered.

      “Then why couldn’t you bring us with you?” Cray blurted out. The anger was no longer veiled.

      The source of the agitation was clear.

      “Why could you not instruct us as to the gifts that we possessed?” he continued. Ryl felt the eyes of the others watching as Cray’s voice rose. “You hid from us the keys to our salvation.”

      Ryl waited for Cray to stop. The young unawakened breathed heavily, his chest rising and falling in dramatic fashion with every breath. Waves of unmitigated anger and frustration pulsed from his core.

      “That is a reality I’ve struggled with every moment since I learned,” Ryl offered. In the moment, he chose to let his words be the salve to his friend’s anger, not a forced emotion. “There was much uncertainty. The world that surrounded me had changed in an instant, so too had the inner workings of my own body. The orders from Da’agryn, however, were emphatic, the logic undeniable.”

      “You could have secreted us away in the woods.” Cray bubbled with anger. Though his voice was low, it dripped with animosity. “You could have saved us from a cycle of torture.”

      “I understand, yet I want you to think about it for a moment,” Ryl replied with a gentle voice. He showed no hint of aggravation, though the alexen streamed through his veins with the rebuke. “And where would you have taken them? How would you have moved every tribute into the safety of the woods unseen? What horrors would be inflicted upon those inadvertently left behind?”

      He paused for a moment, not expecting an answer.

      “There are far too many eyes for all to have overlooked the stream of bodies into the forest,” Ryl continued, though it was with effort that he resisted the unintentional urge of his voice to rise with the agitation. “They would have come with torches. They would have razed the ancient woods to the ground.”

      Cray’s head lowered as he took in the words Ryl relayed.

      “If you had managed to escape, you’d find no safe harbor,” he continued, though his voice softened. “None had anything considered competent martial training. You would have had no knowledge of the hidden city, nor the means of finding it. Think beyond yourselves. Think of the future. If The Stocks were compromised, what would they do with the next child who tested positive for the presence of alexen?”

      Cray’s lips quivered.

      “They’d have locked them away, that is what,” Ryl answered his own question. “The next generation of tributes would likely never see the sun. They’d survive an imprisonment far beyond the tortures you’ve endured. If I’ve learned anything, it is that the alexen has a plan. All will be revealed when the time is right, not a moment sooner. As painful as it is to hear, to bear, we were all where we needed to be.”

      Ryl reached over, letting his hand rest on his friend’s shoulder.

      “There is little that has been fair in either of our lives.” Ryl brought his head in close, whispering to Cray. “This is our best chance to change the future of the phrenics. Not so that we can replace one rule with another. So that no family must be forced to weigh the odds between their lives and the life of their child. There will always be greed. There will always be evil. It must never be allowed to ferment as it has for countless cycles. The natural order, the balance must be restored.”

      Cray slowly raised his head, his eyes locking onto Ryl’s. Inside their depths swirled a depth of emotion, of knowledge, of understanding that raged with the fires of an inferno. He felt the pulse of warmth from the tribute as he regained control over his running emotions.

      “I will not doubt, Ryl,” Cray offered; his voice steeled with determination. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t swear off doubt, for it can be a powerful ally once you learn to listen,” he replied.

      Ryl’s gaze traveled to the east. He squinted as he strained his eyes to see the flickering torches along the walled estates. His mindsight tracked the glowing signature of Paelec approaching from the west.

      “When I left, I swore I would set the tributes free,” he intoned. “My focus was on those inside the walls. Yet there are more who languish who require our attention.

      “They will be free as well.”
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      They hadn’t traveled far before they were greeted by the deep violet hues that began spreading across the eastern horizon. The guards who stood cloaked in the shadows of the ornately wrought gates became more visible, growing in numbers the closer they came to the capital city. Though they regarded the wagon with suspicion, none made any attempt to contact or detain them as they rumbled past.

      The utter blackness of the night sky shifted slowly as they progressed further to the east. Veins of deep purple pushed upward as the skyline along the horizon lightened with every passing mile. From his seat at the head of the wagon, Ryl scanned the landscape that surrounded the road as more details began to shine through the depth of the night. His eyes settled for a moment at a time on each new sculpture, hedge or outbuilding that poked through the darkness. His mindsight, undeterred by the absence of light, probed ahead unabated.

      The initial estates were small in comparison to the sprawling complexes that loomed further down the road. Though they stretched over several acres, they were dwarfed by the grandeur of those to come.

      After their conversation, Ryl had convinced Cray to move to the rear of the wagon to find rest. There would be a long ride ahead of them; they’d all need time to recover before they reached their destination. Though they travelled in the open, Cavlin assured them that even in the daylight, a wagonload of citizens would spark little curiosity. For the moment, they could rest in shifts with little fear of molestation from the kingdom’s forces.

      Andr climbed to the seat beside him, greeting him with a nod as he eased onto the hard wooden bench. The mercenary’s gaze traveled to the low walls of the first estate that bordered the northern section of the road. Ryl followed the tangent of his gaze, briefly inspecting the property as they rolled past. There was a strange look on his face, as if he searched for something in the darkness of the estate.

      A strange feeling rolled through his body as he studied the poorly illuminated home in the distance. It was a mix of longing and revulsion, though a sensation that he couldn’t identify tugged at his emotions. When compared to his childhood home, the property was a palace fit for a king. With its distance from the capital city, it was likely the habitation of some lesser noble, who clung desperately to the thin thread of power and superiority that stemmed from the relative proximity to the throne.

      The walls were covered in most places with a patchy selection of vines, though the placement spoke to willful neglect, not purposeful design or decor. Few torches or lanterns burned aside from along the front of the house. There was only the sign of a single guard manning the simple gate to the property.

      Ryl wrinkled his nose as he completed his cursory inspection of the property. There was nothing special about the design, nothing creative, showing little workmanship. Though his eyes couldn’t resolve much of the property inside, he doubted there was much to gawk at. This was just a large house behind a poorly maintained wall. The resting place of a noble family desperately trying to maintain the last shred of influence.

      The word noble sounded like a curse.

      Nobility in the true sense of the word was dead. Those who clung to the title did so by the virtue of gold and wealth. They claimed their superiority over others by the sheer fact that they had more. These were among the ones who would trade their fortune to attain the Blessing of the King. To them, the human cost was of little concern.

      Ryl shook off the feeling as his gaze returned to the road before him. The hard-packed surface was relatively smooth here, wide enough for a pair of carts to pass comfortably side by side. The dirt track mixed with more cobble as it progressed, though it disappeared into the gloom of the remaining night to the east.

      “Will this be your first time in the capital, Ryl?” Andr asked without preamble. “If I’m not mistaken, Ilisot is not unusually far to the north.”

      Ryl thought for a moment. The memories of his childhood were sparse, now intertwined with the experiences of countless others who’d lived and died long before his time. For a few moments, he struggled to separate moments of his childhood from those of the others. Aside from various trips with his family to the market in Pernell, they had never strayed far from their tiny homestead. His stomach churned as the memories brought back the sickening feelings he’d fought to repress for cycles. His first true journey of any real measure had been inside the sweltering, wretched confines of the black wagon that stole him from his childhood.

      Though the sting of the betrayal would never fully heal, he’d found a strange measure of peace with the event. Internally, he’d bear the scars for eternity. The suffering endured for cycles had led him to determine the truth of the history that had been erased from the collective memory of the kingdom. It had opened the doors to the power that flowed through him.

      The cost had been sickening, yet it had led him to today.

      The fires of change had begun to spread. Though they were still subdued by the darkness that tainted the souls of the lords, they desperately crept forward, igniting every scrap of hope. With every action he added more fuel to the flame. Little more than a cycle ago, it had been nothing more than a feeble spark. A desperate hope that prolonged the survival of a scared and scarred child. It now teetered on the edge of uncontrollability, held back by the tenuous push of the impenetrable wall of darkness.

      Yet, stubborn as it was, the wall had shown signs of cracking. He would fan the flames until they burned beyond any hope of control. This time, he was not alone. The force, though miniature in number when compared to the armies of the kingdom, possessed a strength that had been unseen for generations. It spread as a rumor after he’d stormed The Stocks, disrupting the Harvest. It was spoken of with awe and fear after they’d defended the gates from the press of the Horde.

      There would be no denying what was to come.

      “I can see the capital clearly in my mind. I’ve never stepped foot within its boundaries. The images that spring to life are centuries old. Much has likely changed over the cycles,” Ryl answered. “How long has it been since you were here?”

      The mercenary’s eyes wandered as he pondered the question. Ryl watched as the muscles on his face contracted and relaxed as they played through the myriad of memories that were contained inside the walls of the capital city.

      “Not since I joined the service of the guard,” he replied, though his gaze remained distant. “I’m sure some of the haunts I used to know still exist, yet I hate to admit, I burned many of the bridges I had then. The life of a mercenary isn’t conducive to longevity, as you understand. I doubt many I once knew are even still alive.”

      “There are none like Breila here in the capital, then?” Ryl inquired.

      Andr turned his head, meeting Ryl’s gaze. There was an uncommon depth of emotion to his hardened orbs.

      “In all of the kingdom, there are none quite like her, I’m afraid,” he replied as he again turned his eyes to the brightening horizon in the distance.

      For a moment, Ryl pondered pressing the issue. The curious relationship, the endless devotion and trust between the mercenary and the madam was peculiar. It was likely a story well worth hearing. Cavlin, on cue, interrupted the moment. The answer would have been cryptic and aloof.

      Like other subjects, Andr would divulge the truth when the moment was right.

      “It is true, there are but a few you once stood shoulder to shoulder with who remain breathing.” Cavlin’s voice was hushed, not to hide the information, but not to interrupt their sleeping companions in the wagon. “The ones who do were the lucky ones. The ones to break the addiction before it got them killed. They for the most part reside on the outskirts of civilization, away from the clash of daily life.”

      Andr nodded his head in acknowledgment.

      “It was always just one last job,” Andr admitted. “The last hurrah when you swore to hang up the sword so often proved fatal.”

      The curiosity that surrounded Cavlin continued to grow. It seemed as if every new statement added another layer of intrigue to the guard.

      “What is it that you actually do?” Ryl inquired.

      Cavlin shrugged his shoulders. “Me? I’m just a simple guard.” He grinned. “Like our mercenary friend here, my past is stained with regret. With too much blood. Like you, Ryl, I have my secrets.”

      Ryl was unsurprised by the cryptic answer. Though his curiosity was piqued, the lack of substance or clarity surrounding his past was immaterial. Cavlin’s loyalty to Captain Le’Dral and to their cause was unquestioned. Whatever his deeds in the past, at the moment, they had little bearing over their present course.

      “Beyond the last estates, there is a small bridge that separates the wealthy from the hovels that surround the outer ring of the capital,” Cavlin explained, changing the subject as if it had never been broached. “There should be little worry of guards until we reach the gates along the Kingsway. Turn south, toward the sea, at the first intersection. I’ll take over from there; it will be a maze beyond that.”

      Cavlin slunk back into the bed of the wagon. “I’ll relieve you for the next watch,” he offered as he made himself comfortable. “You should rest. I sense we’ll be busy once we reach Leremont. Without delay, we should reach the capital by the middle of the afternoon.”

      Ryl continued steadily onward at the head of the wagon as the sun pierced the horizon. He shielded his eyes from the glare as they continued to the east. In the light of day, the grandeur of the estates that bordered the road grew steadily, though the opulence tended toward gaudy. Compared to the banal, stale design of most of the buildings he’d witnessed in the cities of Damaris, the grand estates were a splendor. Sparkles of light reflected off the gold leaf that seemed to be applied with reckless abandon. Jewels were encrusted into the elaborate wrought gates that guarded the properties. Even the guards wore brilliant uniforms trimmed with gold and jewels that shimmered in the morning light.

      Ryl scoffed at the pointless attire. The mere statement of wealth would do little if swords were crossed. The excess weight and restriction of the awkward clothing would prove more of a hindrance in the heat of battle. There would be few with lethal intent who would fall victim to the gold trim.

      The Horde, if they were ever to progress this far, would strike them down without a second thought.

      Then again, if the blackened mass of demons reached this far, then the kingdom was likely lost.

      The statements of wealth were present in every aspect of the sprawling complexes that surrounded them. The grounds both inside and outside the estates were immaculately manicured. Close-cropped lawns surrounded gardens dotted with statues. Even through the dust of the road, the scent of the flowers that bloomed in the numerous beds close to the Kingsway was potent.

      The vanity, the need for perfection as a status symbol that was on show in every direction turned his stomach. His thoughts turned steadily back to the hidden city that was now the closest thing he could call to home. There were exquisite details in every aspect of daily life, from the small bedside table to the grand facades of the massive halls built into the living rock of the mountains, yet none of it was created with the intent of denigration. Perfection was sought for the betterment of the society as a whole. They strove to create wonders to pay homage to the tenuous cycles that had consumed the city’s founding. There was much uncertainty at that time. Survival was never assured.

      There was little need for conversation, though the company was welcome. The miles passed under the wheels of the wagon quickly. Ryl, as were all that accompanied him, was thankful for the fortuitous arrival of the wagon. In that moment, fate had smiled on them. The walk would have been grueling and delayed them by nearly a day. As it was, there were less than four days remaining before the Deliverance. Much still needed to be done.

      Ryl stifled a yawn with the back of his hand. Hours had passed; the sun now hung fully in the sky when Cavlin approached again. The guard placed his hand on Ryl’s shoulder.

      “There’s a small strand of trees a few miles ahead on the southern side of the road,” he instructed. “There’s a small stream in the clearing, a rest area to give the horses a break. Then it’s time for you to get some rest.”

      Ryl had no complaints with the statement. The road had been relatively quiet to this point. Though the sun had just crept past its zenith, they’d encountered only a few travelers to this point. Those who did pass them, heading away from the city, acknowledged them with a pleasant wave of the hand, yet offered no suspicious glances as to the makeup of their party.

      The composition of the road had changed with every passing mile. The closer they came to the city, more stone mixed with the hard dirt of the road. The ruts were less drastic, yet the constant reverberation from the wheels on the stones was jarring. He was ready to leave his position at the driver’s seat. Though he doubted sleep would come without difficulty, the break would be forgiving.

      It wasn’t long before they rolled onto the small offshoot of the road angling south between the impressive walls of two of the more opulent properties they’d encountered to this point. The pathway curved behind a narrow line of neatly trimmed trees, opening into a spacious lot bordered by carved stone benches, flowering bushes and another more sizable grove at its rear. A small stream flowed through a low grated opening in the easternmost wall, forming a small pool at the edge of the trees before it cut through a similar opening in the stone to the west.

      The setting, tucked into the corner of stone, was pleasant, though the presence of another wagon was troubling. They desired few encounters with others along their path. Ryl stretched his body out as he hastily moved toward the rear of the wagon. It was little effort to maintain the illusion that disguised the brands on his neck; the raised, reddened scars appeared to lighten several shades until they were hardly noticeable. From afar, they’d be undetectable. The effort was now little more than trivial. The expertise from generations of perfection by Da’agryn was now at his disposal, yet his endurance still lagged far behind. The small illusion provided little strain, though he preferred to avoid the exercise if possible.

      Cavlin intercepted him as he rounded the wagon, slipped over the side, alighting easily on the ground. There was no note of pain as the guard settled to his feet though he was sure that some lingered. The wound was deep, the damage dangerously close to fatal.

      “I’ll keep the tributes out of sight,” Ryl whispered as he passed the guard. “We should not delay long.”

      Cavlin nodded as he moved to accompany Andr, who was already attending to the horses at the lead. The mercenary had instinctively placed himself between the others and their party. Millis slipped from the rear of the wagon as Ryl clambered aboard.

      “Keep to the middle of the wagon and your brands covered,” Ryl ordered as he moved to a position where he could view the entirety of the clearing before him.

      The clearing was a substantial size, stretching over one hundred meters east to west and roughly half that distance wide. Ryl had stopped their wagon on the westernmost side, allowing for the greatest distance between themselves and the other party, who occupied the opposite edge.

      The group across the clearing dwarfed their single wagon. The caravan consisted of several wagons, covered by tall arched roofs, stationed in a row. A team of four towering horses led each; several other mounted animals were tethered to a set of hitching posts along the edge of the stream that bordered the forest. Ryl peered across the distance, noting blades hanging from the hips of many in the group.

      The armed men roved the ground surrounding their wagons with the precision of practiced patrols, yet they attempted to disguise their actions as mere wandering. They conversed in pairs as they meandered about. Even from the distance Ryl noted the heightened attention of their eyes. They scanned their surroundings with a sense of intent and caution.

      A small gathering at the head of the wagon drew his attention. From all that he could see, only one of their number carried a blade. The others were dressed in varying degrees of finery; their appearance was unthreatening. The company ranged in age from youth to elder. A toddler weaved in and out of the legs of the others while a white-haired man conversed with the other adults in the group.

      On first impression, they reminded Ryl of Aldren, though this family was substantial in size. The merchant they’d saved and befriended had traveled with his only son by circumstance rather than choice. Ryl felt the sting of regret. Though he had confirmation that Aldren’s boy had arrived safely in Cantros, the seat of House Eligar, the fate of Aldren was still unclear.

      After a brief discussion, the eldest of the group broke away from the others, striding purposefully across the clearing. Though he shooed off his companions with a determined wave, the solitary guard followed obediently in his wake. The others remained where they stood; a few returned to their own individual conversations, though many watched the elder as he crossed the clearing. Cavlin moved to meet them. Andr followed a pace behind.

      Ryl watched as the pairs met in the opening of the clearing. He could pick up no hint of their conversation, though the eldest among the group greeted them pleasantly; his smile was visible from afar. His head and arm motions routinely returned to the east, pointing in the direction of the capital. He suppressed the notes of apprehension as the feeling of warning coursed through his veins.

      The news from the east was likely unfavorable.

      It wasn’t long before Cavlin and Andr separated from the impromptu meeting, shaking hands, with a nod of deference to the elder who had approached unannounced. His guard backed a few steps, maintaining his attention on the guard and mercenary until both had turned their backs, moving toward their respective wagons. Andr and Cavlin conferred softly with each other as they made their way back to their companions. Though their departure was seemingly unfazed, Ryl knew both listened intently for any signs of motion at their backs.

      The pair split as they reached the horses. Cavlin swung into the driver’s seat while Andr joined him on the opposite side of the bench.

      “It seems Lord Kagran isn’t taking the Deliverance lightly,” Cavlin answered as he eased the horses forward. Both protested the sudden departure for a moment, yet lumbered onward after their snort of displeasure. “Our merchant friends were en route to the capital from near Milstead. The presence of the glut of nobles that flood into the city routinely equates to more exorbitant prices on the luxury items they provide. All access to Leremont has been sealed off. The outer ring of guards has been pulled back to the gates. All the entrances have been closed for nearly a week. With the exception of permitted travel, there is no movement into or out of the capital. Our friend is very distraught at the loss of personal gain he’s suffered at the unexpected affront.”

      Ryl’s emotions surged with conflicting sensations at the statement. Though the merchant had nothing to do with the decree that stole children from their families, he’d nonetheless profited from the exchange. He’d grown his own family, protecting them with wealth and blades, leveraging the buying power of the engorged purses that descended on the city. Ryl had no qualms with relieving the nobles of the ill-gotten coin, yet little save for personal good had come of the transactions. They were profiteers, scraping every exaggerated coin off the backs of the lives that were ruined, the children who were stolen from their families.

      He shook his head as he cast his gaze across his companions in the wagon. The tributes did little to disguise their disgust, though for the moment, they kept their emotions in check. Of all others, it was Paasek who registered the most noted reaction. The phrenic’s face was locked into a stony scowl. His eyes were nothing more than thin shadowed slits hidden beneath his heavy brows.

      “I assume you have other means of entering the city?” Lenu intoned from her position lounging against the rear wall of the wagon.

      Cavlin turned his head though he spoke not a word. The grin that tugged up on the corner of his lips was statement enough.

      They moved to the northern edge of the clearing, giving the others a wide berth as they drove toward the exit of the turnoff. The merchant, with the assistance of the others, had climbed atop the head of the lead wagon, the others scattering, disappearing into the depths of their prescribed covered carriages. The patrolling guards had mounted their horses, forming up along either side as their caravan began moving.

      Though his gaze had softened, Paasek followed the elder merchant as they passed. The older man waved politely, though his face carried a definite air of dejection, having yet to accept the lost revenue from the profitable event.

      Paasek maintained his glare even after they had passed the retreating merchant. Ryl studied him carefully, watching as his hands clenched into fists. His knuckles bleached white as they squeezed together. Had Ryl not been observing, he’d have missed the action, though the result was dramatic.

      The path that cut through the clearing, much like the roadway beyond, now consisted of more stone than dirt. The cobble had been smoothed by the wear of ages of weather and moderate travel. As the wagon in the rear moved across a patch of larger stones, a section of the roadway under the rear of the wagon shifted without warning. The stone arched upward less than a hand width, shearing toward the inside of the wooden wheel.

      The timber, though reinforced by a band of iron, stood no chance against the might of the stone. With a thundering crack, the wood splintered, buckling outward as the weight of the wagon above crushed down on it. The chain reaction was catastrophic. The rear corner of the wagon pitched to the earth, its weight compressing the stone that had sealed its doom back into the ground below. As it toppled, the force snapped the front axle as well. Shouts of shock and warning mingled with the cracking of wood as the top-heavy load spilled to the side.

      Cavlin chuckled as he watched the unexpected disaster unfold at their rear. His eyes moved from Ryl to the looming phrenic elder. With an appreciative nod, he turned his head, spurring their horses onward toward the capital.

      As expected, Ryl found that rest came with difficulty. His body was tired, yet a profound sense of anxious excitement burned through his veins. Much was still to be decided. Every mile they crossed brought them closer. They were on a collision course with the capital. While he hoped to make their entrance as silently as possible, there would be no stopping them. Cavlin had intentionally slowed their pace, plodding along at a rate that would place their arrival as close to the cover of darkness as possible.

      Around him, the scenery continued to grow more gaudy by the meter. The estates continued their shows of excessive wealth as each attempted to outshine their neighbor. The rolling hills leading to the capital were scattered with perfectly manicured lawns, elaborate sculptures, massive mazes of hedges, and gardens that bloomed with a vibrancy that belied the hideous likely truth beyond the accumulated wealth.

      As Ryl viewed the surroundings, he couldn’t help but see everything through a lens tarnished by darkness. There was an inky blackness that tinted his impression. The wealth behind the designs was tainted, stained by the blood of the innocent families who were slaughtered and the children who were ripped from their arms.

      A sudden, vicious impulse struck him with a force that was undeniable, though it was little more than the shadow of a whisper from within. The urge to act was difficult to restrain. It begged him to raze the estates to the ground, spread the blood of the darkened souls across the immaculate properties they used to flaunt their wealth.

      Ryl sat upright, shifting his body so that his back leaned against the side wall of the wagon. Vox, whose watchful eyes guarded their flank at the moment, smiled in greeting. The strain written across the phrenic elementalist’s face was visible. He’d known the phrenic for nearly as long as any of the fabled group. There was no hiding his revulsion as he watched the sculpted terrain pass beside them.

      At the head of the wagon, Cavlin and Andr had shifted positions; the mercenary again controlled the reins. They rumbled along the Kingsway, which at this point was, with few exceptions, entirely made of stone. There were even patches of scattered patterns either carved into the roadway or marked by colored stones that stretched out before the entrances of the growingly gaudy estates.

      The day had waned; the diminishing rays of the sun now warmed their backs as they moved to the east. They gained altitude slowly as they moved up a low yet sizable hill in the terrain. Cavlin pivoted, turning to address Ryl and the others in the rear of the wagon.

      “This is the highest point in the road,” the guard added, motioning with his head to the pinnacle of the hill they now climbed. “Leremont will be visible from the peak. We’ll lose the light soon after.”

      Ryl was not alone in repositioning his body so that he could catch a glimpse of the capital. Cray, Tash and Palon crowded near his side, watching with a mix of excitement and fear. It wasn’t long before the wagon rumbled to the peak of the rise. Stretching out before them, the grand estates continued along either side of the road. Glints of light sparkled and flashed off the myriad of reflective surfaces, likely precious metals and jewels encrusted throughout their enormous properties. The opulent manors were dwarfed by the capital city that stretched out beyond.

      The grandeur of the estates stopped as they reached the sea of buildings. From north to south, they covered the landscape to where they met the water. Leremont was circular in shape; the outermost reaches were beyond the protection of the three concentric walls that separated the inner city. The king’s complex was located at the highest point, atop a hill that was off-center, placing it closer to the coast. The massive structure was surrounded on three sides by sheer, vertical walls of rock, as it overlooked the city and the Sea of Prosper.

      “This city looks familiar, though I know I’ve never stepped foot inside it,” Cray mumbled at his side. His eyes never strayed from their survey of the sprawling capital that dominated the horizon in the distance. “It’s like I’ve been here before. I can feel it. The knowledge runs through my veins.”

      Ryl turned to his friend, acknowledging him with a smile. Though he’d also never stepped foot inside its confines, he’d experienced enough of the capital city. He’d felt the crush of the crowds as they moved about their daily business; he’d seen the ships bobbing gently on the calm waters of the port. The stench of humanity was thick in places. Though they were yet miles away, the air was fresh, he could feel the odor tugging on his memory.

      “It’s the alexen inside you. They are a part of you and so too are their memories,” Ryl instructed the unawakened. “Their life experiences, their emotions, will one day be at your disposal. There’s no telling what will spark the memory. In time you’ll learn to access the vault of experiences. It will be overwhelming and confusing at first.”

      “We were here once when we were kids,” Tash interjected. “We saw little save for the market, yet I feel like I know vastly more. It’s a strange sensation sifting through your own memory to understand fact from fiction.”

      Ryl felt their pain all too well. On numerous occasions, the memories had overwhelmed his mind. He had been lost in the deluge of the collective experiences of thousands of cycles.

      “It’s unfortunately a frustrating and cruel experience, yet in time you’ll understand to control the knowledge,” Ryl commiserated. “The information will be readily available at your command.”

      His eyes wandered across the spreading city that dominated the horizon. The concentric circle that separated the areas was a barrier both physical and social. Those in the outer reaches strived to earn the coin, the affluence to move into the next circle. Those in the higher circles worked equally as hard to prevent any who were perceivably below them from moving up. Being set on a wide slowly sliding hill, there was a visible validation to the perception. The palatial complex was set high above the habitations and the shops that surrounded it. Being positioned off-center, close to the border of the sea on the south, the city had the look of a lopsided cone.

      “I’ve never stepped foot inside those walls, yet I could lead you to the throne room blindfolded,” Ryl continued. “Those feelings, the call from within your veins, trust in it. Though the path to understanding is still long, you must believe.”

      Cavlin spurred the horses into a steady walk. Traffic on the road ahead had grown steadier though most turned at the large intersection well ahead. Few wagons moved due west. There was little in that direction save for miles and miles of endless estates sealed behind the flimsy wall of pomp and circumstance.

      “Ryl, the Lei Guard, will they know you’re coming?” Andr posed the question that he’d pondered himself. “The Horde tracked us in the Outlands. The single Lei Guard led the way to our location in the forest. They’ll know you’re here. They’ll feel the phrenic. We’re likely walking into a trap.”

      Ryl acknowledged the questions with a nod of his head. There was still much mystery surrounding the powers retained by the Lei Guard. The tainted shells of the tributes were able to sense the direction, yet he’d seen no evidence that they could track them as clearly as the tributes.

      “Aye, it’s likely that they will note our presence once we enter the city.” Ryl accepted the logic. “It is certain that they will have some surprises in store for us, yet with so few left at his disposal, it’s unlikely that Lord Kagran will risk committing too large a force. Every black-cloaked warrior that leaves the defense of the precious elixir opens the door for revolt.”

      His gaze hardened as he glared across the distance at the seat of the kingdom.

      “Given the proper motivation, greed will fuel their demise. The price in blood will be paid by the innocent who are sent to do their bidding. This alone will do little to achieve our goals. We go to put an end to the Harvest. To the Ascertaining Decree, to the process that has ruined the lives of so many thousands before us,” he growled. “If we have to tear the capital down stone by stone, there is no force that will stop them from being free.”

      The darkness inside rumbled with bated excitement.
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      Night found them before they had reached the edge of the sprawling city. As the sun dipped to the west, lights flickered from buildings and lamps that lined the streets. The illumination made the veritable mountain of the capital seem to glow with a dull orange fire.

      Past the final set of estates, a wide green space separated the higher echelon of society from the prying eyes of the lower classes within the city beyond. A narrow river further delineated the border of the city proper, dividing nobility from common citizens. On the western side of the water, they crossed over a wide intersection. The road here was illuminated by torchlight. Ryl’s vision tracked to either side, tracing the line of the cobblestone street as it ran along the curved outskirts of the city.

      “Like the avenues inside Leremont, this road runs along the outer edge of the capital,” Cavlin intoned as they rumbled through the intersection. Though night had fallen, the traffic on the road was still steady though none appeared to be martial in nature. The mood of the travelers here was dour at best. Further out along the Kingsway, they had been greeted by smiling faces and waves. At the border of the capital, there was little cheer. Curt warnings were issued from the mouths of a few, though many seemed content to sneer at the newcomers.

      Even through the darkness of the night, the logjam on the Kingsway was evident.

      “Seems like our merchant friend was correct,” Andr added. “They’ve locked down the inner rings.”

      “Aye, that they have,” Cavlin answered. “Though it’s little more than an inconvenience. Our destinations are closer to the port; we’ll leave the main avenue before we’re delayed.”

      The steady clops of the horses’ hooves and the rattle of the wooden wheels on the cobblestone below echoed with a hollow thump as they crossed onto the wide bridge that spanned the stream. The salty brine that had been a constant scent, hanging in the air since they’d made landfall many miles to the west, was overshadowed by a foul odor. Ryl peered into the darkness at the river below. Torchlight reflected off the water’s surface, highlighting the filth that flowed below. The runoff from the city tainted the water with a potent stench of rot and decay. Behind him, Cray gagged as the stench overwhelmed his senses.

      Thankfully, the unpleasantness of the vile solution that flowed below passed as they entered the domain of the capital. An avenue ran between the first row of buildings and the water. Though wide enough for a single wagon, this was dominated by foot traffic. The facades of the buildings here were neatly constructed of stone and timber and spoke to their mercantile design. Small shops and scattered outdoor cafes still managed a stream of business even though the hour was late. Ryl’s stomach turned at the thought of eating with the vile stench of the runoff choking the air.

      Further into the city, the signs of wealth, though already fleeting, receded further. While the buildings still appeared well built, less stone was involved in their construction, and the lack of maintenance shown clearly across their plain facades. The structures that surrounded them were all multistory, though only a few stretched above two tall. Even so, the press of humanity on both sides created an oppressive feeling, almost as if their habitations were leaning over the road, smothering them as they passed.

      Less than a quarter of a mile into the capital, Cavlin turned their wagon off the Kingsway, making a sharp right-hand turn. Fewer lanterns illuminated the roadway here as the traffic off the main thoroughfare diminished rapidly. Their wagon routinely plunged into and out of the flickering halos of light as they progressed into the bowels of the city beyond.

      Rest had been abandoned, as they had reached the edge of Leremont. Ryl, like the others, was focused on their surroundings. His routine scans grew in frequency with both his eyes and his mindsight. Though no signs of alexen, save for his companions’, registered in his field of vision, he could feel the disturbance in the distance to the east. Though nothing more than a hint, there was a lingering sense of darkness just outside the periphery of his senses.

      He’d experienced the sensation before.

      He had been fooled before.

      The inky hint of shadow was still too far to clearly witness, yet was readily identifiable. The taint of the Horde, the nexela, was obvious.

      The Lei Guard waited. If they didn’t know of the phrenics’ arrival yet, they would soon.

      Cavlin maintained a steady pace as he steered the wagon through the darkened streets of the outer fringes of Leremont. Small groups of individuals skulked in the shadows, yet most were content to vanish back into the darkness at the sight of the armed troop in the rear of the wagon. Ryl noted the glint of light off the edge of Cavlin’s sword. Though only a hand’s width was bared, his grip remained comfortably around the handle.

      There was no questioning that he would defend himself if necessary.

      Ryl needed no examination to identify the pose of the mercenary seated beside the mysterious guard. To others, Andr exuded a calm that was chilling. His hand, though it rested passively on the pommel of his sword, was ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

      None who viewed them from the shadows knew the true force of the crew who watched attentively from the rear of the wagon. Thankfully for them, they judged the ominous approach of the carriage cautiously, giving them a wide berth.

      This would not be an easy prey straying from the safety of the well-lit main thoroughfare.

      Though his attention was focused, Ryl found himself paying more attention to their surroundings than the winding route that they followed. Cavlin maneuvered the wagon with practiced precision. There was no hesitation in his direction. His path was well rehearsed, purposeful as he traveled in a circuitous route to their destination.

      Ryl was sure that they passed the same landmark more than once. The misdirection, while likely unnecessary, was neither unwise nor for their confusion. He trusted the guard implicitly. This was not the first night where he’d placed his safety into the hands of a man he admittedly knew next to nothing about. Cavlin had been dependable from the start. His devotion and loyalty to Le’Dral was curious, but the trust was unquestioned.

      Ryl noted no signs that they were being followed. The inky blackness that shadowed the extent of his phrenic mindsight lingered, yet its position remained an ominous constant. The further they moved from the Kingsway, the more desolate the streets became. Houses and shops that bordered the sides of the avenues showed increasing signs of weathering. Though likely far newer than the buildings along the main avenues and further inside the city, the subpar materials combined with the personal neglect led to a steady decay. The constant assault of the salty sea air, wind and routine storms from the south had slowly degraded their already weakened fronts.

      There had been no signs of patrols since entering the outer fringes of Leremont. The words of the merchant rang true. While the presence at the gated entrance was likely substantial, the remainder of the army had been pulled inside the concentric walls of the capital city beyond.

      Cavlin slowed the wagon as he made a sharp turn to their left. The alley they entered was narrow, barely wide enough to fit the carriage comfortably. Feeble light spilling from the buildings that bordered its sides provided the only illumination beyond the pale light of the moon overhead. Twenty meters ahead, the roadway met another intersection. There was no path forward from here; the solid outer wall of the capital loomed in the darkness.

      “We’re close now,” Cavlin whispered to the group. “If there are guards about, they’ll likely be in the towers.”

      The buildings bordering the alley blocked much of the views to either side. The wall that grew steadily as they approached was perhaps five meters tall. Growing up in the shadows of the mighty palisades, Ryl felt none of the expected hesitation nor the overbearing watchfulness he’d grow tragically accustomed to. The wall here, though likely well constructed, was a feeble comparison to the stones that penned in The Stocks.

      With the wall in sight, Ryl regained his visual sense of direction. While the lingering blackness from the nexela had pointed consistently toward the capital complex, the buildings leaning over the narrow roadways had prevented the sight of much else.

      Cavlin paused as they reached the exit to the narrow alley. To the south, the rumble of another wagon echoed through the confined roadways. The rattle of the wheels on cobblestone diminished as they listened, signaling the direction of their travel. The guard eased the horses onward, turning toward the south, following well in the wake of the departing carriage.

      Ryl pivoted his head, letting his vision track the wall that now dominated the left-hand side of their path. The stones were large and weathered, glistening with a sheen of moisture from the pervasively damp sea air. Lights flickered in the night from the staggered crenulated towers that maintained a watchful eye on the city. Darkened silhouettes of the guards patrolling their perches routinely blocked the light that spilled from their midst.

      They’d traveled only a short distance along the pathway bordering the wall before Cavlin abruptly turned the wagon back to the right. He hastily abandoned the wider, clear pathway for the darkness and cramped confines of yet another narrow alley. The wagon wheels skipped as they rolled over the mounting piles of debris and refuse that clogged the pathway. It was only a moment before the stench roused by their passing choked the stagnant air of the passage.

      Not long past the entrance, the path opened into a rectangular clearing. Dilapidated buildings cornered all sides of the area, though Ryl noted the thin pathways, likely only large enough for a man to pass in a single file, that exited from each side of the opening. Cavlin stopped the wagon without notice, angling the horses toward the wall on the left side.

      “We move on foot from here,” he added as he hopped down from the driver’s seat, quickly tying the horses to a crude hitching post along the wall. “The horses have taken us as far as they can. Let’s make haste before either guard or scavenger comes to investigate.”

      “Scavengers?” Cray questioned as they spilled from the wagon. Some chose to use the easy exit from the rear; others slipped over the low rails along the sides. “Guards I know; scavengers is a name I’ve not yet heard.”

      Ryl was the last to leave the wagon, sliding silently over the edge. He ushered the tributes into the middle of their group as they followed Cavlin, who moved without delay toward the narrow gap between the buildings along the wall.

      “It’s not a formal distinction, yet it appropriately sums up the lives that they lead,” the guard disclosed. “There is a market for everything here in the capital. This wagon and horses will find themselves in the hands of a new master in due time. We have nothing to fear from their numbers. We are no easy prey, and the ringing of blades clashing will draw unwanted attention to their actions.”

      Ryl repressed the chill that surged through his veins, though the statement surprised him not. There were far too many in the kingdom who openly dealt in the sale of children; the process was fully endorsed, sanctioned by the late king himself. Theft and resale of a team of horses and wagon seemed mundane in comparison. The darkness that corrupted the bodies and minds of the nobles, a result of their greed and endless lust for power and control, was not limited to their population. Though there was still goodness yet to be uncovered, vile dredges of humanity still existed, skulking in the shadows.

      Little light remained from the moon above; heavy clouds from the sea had blown in on the wind. The air had chilled noticeably since they’d entered the capital, foretelling the storm blowing in from the Sea of Plenty to the south. Though the illumination was faint, their eyes had grown accustomed to the shadows. Cavlin paused at the entrance to the slit between the buildings.

      “Follow me, and stay close,” he whispered. There was an undeniable sense of excitement to his voice, though the caution was evident. “Stay to the shadows. We need to cross the alley into the maze of the block on its opposite side. There is but one doorway we seek. Do not test the others; they are likely trapped.”

      Cavlin offered no explanation as he turned, ducking into the darkened entrance. One by one, the others followed suit. Ryl remained at the rear of the group, slipping noiselessly into the waiting shadows. Between the buildings, the oppressive, suffocating feeling that had come with their entrance to the city swelled to monumental levels. The weight of the crooked dwellings leaning over them was crushing. The air was stale, thick with the putrid accumulation of filth, too narrow to be cleansed by the wind.

      The foul odors grew in potency as they progressed into the gloom of the alley. Even in the low light, Ryl could see the sheen of the fetid moisture that oozed down the sides of the buildings. He folded his arms across his chest, collecting his cloak close to his body in a desperate attempt to prevent it from touching either wall of the narrow passage. His progress slowed as a muffled gag and the splattering sound of liquid on the ground sounded from one of his companions ahead. He choked down the bile that threatened to escape as they resumed their progress. Their pace through the passage increased with renewed vigor and speed, eager to exit the vile hallway.

      There was little Ryl could see of the path in front of him, as the hulking frames of Ramm and Paasek blocked his view. His frequent scans of the area showed no signs for alarm; the steady call of the darkness in his periphery remained where it had been.

      Relief filled his body as a gust of fresher air rushed into his lungs, desperate to replace the foul, stagnant rot that they’d been forced to inhale. Though far from clean, the briny scents of the sea mixed with the noticeable undertones of waste with a consistency that was at least tolerable. As quickly as it had begun, the gap between the buildings exited into a narrow alleyway. His companions fanned out to either side, hugging the dense shadows along the buildings as they waited for his arrival.

      There was little light in the alley, with the exception of the glow from the lantern spilling in from the intersection with the wall to the left. To his right, the avenue disappeared into darkness.

      “When we enter the next doorway, grab ahold of the shirt of the person in front of you,” Cavlin warned. “Touch nothing. Ignore any you might see. There is to be no light in the tunnels. As disturbing as the blackness will be, it’s better that you don’t see what awaits in the dark. Stay together and follow my lead. I know the way. Do not stray from the path.”

      Cavlin offered no further explanation as he turned toward the opposite side of the alley. He waited for a moment to listen. A steady, rhythmic thumping sounded in the distance. Ryl’s heart raced momentarily, as the sounds were easily identifiable. The notes of heavy boots marching on the street beyond were unmistakable. Though they marched with purpose, there seemed to be no haste to their steps; no calls of alarm or warning sounded from the towers of the wall above. For the moment, they likely remained undetected.

      Cavlin was the first to slip across the pathway. He crossed the narrow divide between the buildings in only a matter of steps, moving at an angle toward the building slightly to his right. Ryl squinted as he watched the guard stoop low as he reached the opposite wall; the motion of his hands working with something disguised along the base of the wall was faint yet noticeable, as the contrast of his bare hands against his dark clothing was stark.

      A metallic click rang out through the darkness as Cavlin rose to his feet. The muffled groan of a door opening followed a moment after.

      “Come,” Cavlin whispered across the avenue, waving his arms toward Ryl and the others. In tight ranks, they moved as one across the narrow alley. Andr was the first to reach Cavlin, grabbing a fistful of his tunic as the guard turned and stepped into the gloom inside the disguised passage. A faint, throbbing light highlighted the presence of the doorway.

      Again, Ryl was the last to enter, though their progression onward continued. Cray had taken position before him; he grabbed a hold of his cloak as instructed.

      The concealed doorway opened into a hallway. Though narrow, the sides were far wider than the passage between the buildings. The contrast between the odors that persisted in the air was drastic. Only moments earlier, his stomach had churned, threatening to release its contents as the sickening smell overwhelmed his senses. Again, his stomach was a concern as the mouthwatering scents of food lingered in the air. He wrapped his free arm around his core, desperately working to prevent the rumble of hunger from sounding. There was a pleasant and noticeable floral scent to the air.

      The low light continued as they moved forward. Their pace was sluggish, yet steady as their train of bodies continued through the hall. The walls on either side were wooden, constructed of a mishmash of vertical and horizontal slats and panels. Thin streams of light snuck through the gaps between the boards, though they provided no clue as to what lay behind.

      The hallway they entered ran straight for ten meters or so. After the first few, the walls were separated by randomly staggered doorways. Their progress slowed as Cavlin led the train of bodies down a stairwell into the utter blackness below. Their steps were cautious, each foot searching for a moment to seek purchase on the step below before proceeding forward. It seemed like an eternity before they reached a level floor at the bottom of the steps. They moved steadily from there, Ryl’s end of the train trailing in the distance.

      Unlike the straight pathway that stretched from the entrance, their route now was shrouded in darkness. The feeble light that had peeked through the gaps in the walls was drowned out by the blackness inside the staggered doorways. There was a moment of panic as the memories, the nightmares that had haunted him for cycles threatened to insert themselves into his consciousness. The alexen in his veins responded unbeckoned; the heat and tingling sensations swelled in his left arm.

      The pleading whispers of darkness whined in agony as they were suppressed by the strength of the alexen’s response.

      Ryl trusted the guard implicitly, yet his fears threatened to tear him apart as they snaked their way through the passages. After leaving the straight, dimly lit tunnel above, the group proceeded steadily, turning right and left as they followed a cautiously well-rehearsed path. The hairs on the back of his neck stood tall, as he could feel the watchful eyes that followed them as they progressed deeper into the maze.

      The darkness was complete, yet at times, he could swear the silhouettes of men stood squarely in the paths that opened to either side. At times, a slight puff of air, more like the exhale of a breath than a breeze, brushed gently across his face. The itch of the clothing covering his arms bordered on unbearable. He longed for the freedom of his bare, though tattooed arms. The feel of the phrenic cloak and hood were sorely missed.

      Time seemed to stretch on interminably as they weaved through the passages. Ryl nearly collided with Cray at his front as they came to a sudden stop. A purposeful series of sharp, staccato knocks sounded through the narrow hallway. The trivial sound seemed to morph, taking on a peculiar life of its own as it echoed through the weaving pathways that stretched behind them.

      Within moments, the reverberations faded, plunging the hallway into silence.

      For a few moments, the stillness remained. Only the hushed sounds of breathing disturbed the quiet darkness. With a sudden groaning of hinges, the tunnel was flooded with light. A door opened abruptly before Cavlin, though the guard seemed unfazed by the action. Though diffused by the bodies of his companions ahead, Ryl still raised his left arm, acting on impulse alone, shielding his eyes from the brightness that illuminated the tunnel.

      A silhouette of a figure stood in the doorway. The details of the body were lost, yet the naked blade held out to the side was clear. The sword moved in subtle, yet purposeful motions as the wielder flashed the reflected light across the faces of those waiting in the darkness. He moved to the right, his hand remaining on the edge of the door as he motioned them in.

      There were no words exchanged as they filed past the armed sentry. Though he watched each pass with a calculating glare, he made no attempt at eye contact. Ryl felt the pointed stare as his eyes finally tracked to him. The man squinted slightly, his attention remaining for a moment longer on him than on the others as he continued his investigation.

      Ryl’s senses were on alert, his grasp over the speed in his veins ready to release at a moment’s notice. He let a thick layer of woodskin form over his back and neck. Having an armed stranger a step from his unprotected rear was an uncomfortable position. A few steps later, the clicking of the door closing behind them sounded with a hollow thud.

      Once beyond the door, they found themselves in a narrow, yet poorly provisioned basement. The floor here, like the pathway they had traversed, was dirt. There was a scent of freshly baked bread in the air, yet the metallic tang of the room robbed the enjoyment from the aroma. There were very few wooden casks stacked against the wall to their left, a large table against the wall to the opposite side. The surface of the wide wooden table was stained from frequent use; the ground surrounding it was noticeably darker than the rest. Ryl quickly averted his eyes from the ominous markings.

      The feelings of dread that rolled through his veins intensified.

      Cavlin led the party ahead without slowing. At the opposite side of the basement, he entered a staircase cut into the wall. The guard disappeared from sight as the steps curved to the left as they continued upward. The steady padding of footsteps from the man who shadowed their party followed closed behind.

      With every step upward, the mouthwatering aromas increased until they at last overwhelmed the stale dank basement below. It was only half a rotation before the stairwell deposited them again into a modest room. Cavlin stood a few paces into the chamber. Ryl joined the others as they fanned out into a compact yet elongated group. The motion of the armed man behind ceased.

      It took but a moment for Ryl to survey the room. Just as in the basement below, the habitation was sparsely equipped. The square room consisted of little more than a table with a pair of chairs tucked neatly into one corner. A single door broke the monotony of each of the walls, though each was closed, hiding the views of what lay behind. In the opposite corner a single rocking chair sat beside a fire burning quietly in the small hearth built into the wall. A woman rocked casually in the seat, her arms folded comfortably across her chest. Ryl couldn’t help but notice the small dagger resting on the arm of the chair. The gentle rocking slowed and then ceased altogether.

      A man rose from his seat at the table, pushing away the plate and half-eaten dinner as he stood. In appearance, he looked to be slightly older than Andr. A large scar crossed the entirety of his left cheek. His clothes were baggy and plain, yet they did little to hide his muscular frame underneath. A sword hung comfortably from his hip.

      “There’s a face I’ve almost forgotten.” His voice was hoarse and raspy as if it had recently failed from overuse. His eyes made a rapid pass over Ryl, his companions standing silently behind the guard. With a grunt, he returned his gaze to Cavlin.

      “Thought you were dead,” he muttered.

      “Nearly,” was all the guard replied.

      The man’s eyes returned to survey the entirety of the party now standing in his home. After a moment, he merely shrugged his shoulders, issuing another grunt as he returned to his seat. His attention returned to his food as he sank heavily into his chair.

      “I’m sure you remember the way,” he mumbled as he stabbed his fork into a piece of food on his plate.
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      Cavlin turned his head quickly, offering a subtle nod to his companions before moving across the room toward the door on the right. There was a flash of a grin on his face, though it disappeared in an instant.

      At the table, the man forked another mouthful of food into his mouth, chewing loudly. The woman resumed gently rocking in her chair; her attention returned to watching the fire burning quietly near her feet. Cavlin paused as he reached the doorway. Reaching into his tunic, he removed a small pouch, depositing it on the small stand adjacent to the door. The clinking sounds of coins was unmistakable.

      The delay was only momentary as Cavlin pushed the door open. There was no light source inside the chamber; the only illumination spilled in from the current room.

      “Do hurry.” The voice sounded from the man seated at the table, though his eyes never rose from the food on his plate. “The rain’s coming soon.”

      Cavlin continued into the room without delay or response. The chamber was smaller than the main one their mysterious hosts inhabited, and was clearly used for the purposes of storage. Though the thin stream of light illuminated little save for what was in its path, Ryl noted the cylindrical shapes of barrels lined against each wall. The small space grew cramped as the entire party filed in.

      At the rear corner of the room, Cavlin stopped, grabbing a hold of the final barrel. He groaned as he tugged at the container heavily laden with its contents. His efforts were rewarded as the barrel moved across the floor. Curiously enough, it made no sound as it slid across the stone floor. With the large vessel out of the way, he squatted in the space that it had abdicated, working with the panel on the floor. One large square tile of stone lifted slowly; the hinges attaching it to the panel below offered only a muted squeak.

      “There are handholds on the side,” Cavlin instructed. There was an undeniable sense of urgency to his voice. “Lower yourself down. The drop will be short. The ground is only a meter or so beneath your feet. We need to move quickly. The tunnels will flood quickly once the rain begins.”

      The guard wasted no time sliding his feet into the blackened mouth of the concealed passage. Without a sound, he slipped his body into the hole, supporting his weight with his elbows. A moment later his body disappeared into the darkness. Only the pale white of his fingertips on the handhold shone through the gloom.

      Then nothing.

      The sound of his feet hitting the ground followed only a moment after.

      One by one, the company filed into the hole, dropping to the earth hidden in the darkness below. Ryl remained at his position at the rear. He was the last to approach the yawning black opening in the floor before him. He slipped his feet over the edge, dangling them into the darkness below. Though his phrenic senses were heightened, the shadows below were impenetrable.

      Ryl grimaced as the sudden sounds from above caught his attention. Staccato thumps echoed from the roof above.

      The rain had come.

      Without waiting, Ryl grabbed a hold of the small railing inset into the stone of the floor, lowering himself into the darkness. It was an eerie sensation having his body swinging gently in the nothingness that surrounded him. The ground beneath his feet was only a meter away, yet his eyes could make out nothing of its surface. He released his grip.

      Though it was only an instant before his feet struck the ground below, the moment of free fall was disturbing. As Cavlin had noted, the descent was brief, yet the impact of striking the ground unprepared was jarring nonetheless. A groaning issued from the hinges above. A face appeared for a moment in the dim light of the portal before the opening sealed shut.

      “Welcome to the underbelly of Leremont,” Cavlin commented, though Ryl could hear him searching along the wall to their front. “Now where is it?”

      Vox answered his rhetorical query with light. The phrenic’s hand was held out in front of his body; a small rolling ball of flames burned just above the surface of his skin. A steady glow of white light surrounded the group, creating a halo in the utter blackness of the tunnel. The tunnel was a little more than two meters wide, constructed of stone that curved upward to a rounded ceiling. The panel above had deposited them onto a small shelf built along the left side of the passage, which spanned only a small distance across the width of the interior. The remainder of the space was inset; a sluggish stream of rancid water and refuse crept slowly past. The odor was vile.

      Cavlin grunted, nodding his head in thanks as he quickly returned to his search. A moment later, he was rewarded as he located the false stone panel that he sought.

      Like the trapdoor above, the stone was connected to a wooden panel secured by a hinge. Vox’s light illuminated the interior of the cache, revealing a collection of small lanterns. The pommel of a dagger lay along the side; light reflected off its naked blade. Cavlin removed a single lantern before securing the panel closed as he rose to his feet.

      “Save your strength,” he said as the tiny flame in the lantern sparked to light. “These tunnels connect several points throughout the outer rings of the capital. There is an exit close to the district where the mender places the facility. We have a way to hurry.”

      The orange glow of the lantern was feeble compared to the blinding light that had floated above Vox’s hand.

      “The rain’s begun,” Ryl added.

      “Then there is no time for delay,” he urged as he turned, walking steadily along the pathway that disappeared toward their right. “The ledge is a constant along the left wall. Too many men have lost their lives not heeding the warnings of the rain.”

      Cavlin shook his head; his nose wrinkled inadvertently as his eyes traveled to the noxious solution running in the channel.

      “The water level will rise, and rise quickly,” he continued. “If we’re caught in the flood before we reach the next entrance, there’s little hope to survive. Follow me.”

      There was no further impetus needed to spur the group onward. They moved at breakneck speed in pursuit of the guard as he charged forward through the subterranean path. There were no questions, no words of encouragement exchanged among them. Ryl, for one, was convinced he’d happily die at the hands of the endless sea of the Horde than be drowned in a festering wave of refuse, hidden beneath the capital city.

      Their shadows bobbed wildly as they raced through the tunnel. The shadows raced along with them, equally as anxious to complete the trek. The haste was reminiscent of the memories of his time spent under the mountain. In the moments and days following the attack of the creature from the depths of the river, after the death of Ceado, their pace had been frantic. The nervous energy that had been with them then followed them again though their party had changed drastically since that time.

      The pathway they followed was linear. Few tunnels large enough to fit a man entered from either side, though staggered, round portals were frequent. At first, there was little sound to break the silence save for the thrumming of their feet on the stone and the labored breathing as their pace remained steady. It started as little more than a rumble; the sound seemed to resonate from everywhere at once, amplifying as it echoed through the tunnel. The rain above increased to a steady torrent. The heavy sounds of footsteps on the stone pathway quickly changed from solid thumps to splashes as the water belched from the portals in the walls.

      The first splashes of the vile liquid that struck their clothing were devastating. The stench was one that would assuredly linger long beyond the panic that increased by the moment. After a time, every droplet became disturbingly easier beyond that. Soon their legs were soaked with a putrid mixture of rainwater and foul runoff.

      “How much farther, Cavlin?” They had been running for what seemed like miles before Andr’s voice broached the question that likely ran through all minds simultaneously. His voice was choppy as he called out between his rhythmic breaths.

      “Not far now,” Cavlin urged as he sloshed through the knee-deep slurry. He held the small lantern high above his head, protecting the feeble flame from the splashing water that surrounded them. “There’s a bend in the path; the exit is just beyond.”

      Though he tried to hide it, the panic in his voice was evident.

      It wasn’t long before the water had risen above their knees. They churned through the liquid, now impervious to the stench that had once threatened to overpower their senses. Their hands were held up high, elbows bowed out to the sides for balance and to keep the remaining portions of their body dry. A low, steady rumble grew from their rear.

      Ryl’s heart sank as he recognized the sound.

      Having spent more than his share of time working along the edges of the river that bisected The Stocks, the roar of churning water was obvious. The deluge that would sweep them to their doom was following in their wake.

      The flickering light of Cavlin’s lantern did little to illuminate the pathway before them. There was little to view here in the depths of the tunnel, far less that you’d enjoy viewing in greater detail. The slick stone walls that had run along their sides were constant, though now they belched water from the narrow portals with greater ferocity. Without warning, the wall to their left disappeared from view as the tunnel made an abrupt turn.

      “It’s just around this bend.” Cavlin’s voice sounded over the growing growl of the water from their rear. As one they surged forward, ignorant to the splashing water that now saturated their bodies, faces and hair.

      Less than twenty meters beyond the curve, Cavlin’s progress stopped as he reached a wooden support built in the edge of the left wall. The tunnel to this point had been sound, the stones they could see, though worn, remained firmly in place. Here the wooden support had been anchored into the wood, a section of cribbing built into the ceiling above, a crude path to the crumbling stone above.

      “We go up here,” Cavlin called.

      As he reached the wooden support, he swung his arm upward, grasping onto the supports that tied the wood into the wall at its side. Using the crude ladder, he hauled his soaking body out of the churning liquid. “Vox, a little more light if you please.”

      The elementalist responded without hesitation, calling on the power that surged through his left arm. A small, yet blinding orb of fire materialized, illuminating the tunnel.

      There were a scant few moments for investigation. The current of the water had grown steadily as the level had risen. Ryl and his companions now locked arms as they bottlenecked at the wooden pillar. Though disguised among the supports, the underside of the trapdoor was obvious in the enhanced light of the phrenic’s fire.

      Cavlin had reached the top of the ladder, though his progress had stopped. The guard repeatedly hammered his shoulder into the wooden panel. Groans of pain, mixed with curses of frustration as the trapdoor refused to budge. The roar of the approaching water quickly overpowered his frustration.

      Ryl’s vision noted the movement from the tunnel at their rear.

      The frothing wall of water churned as it raged against the walls at its side.

      The putrid wave of their death approached with a roar.
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      There was no time for discussion. Few orders could be disseminated in time.

      There was only time to act.

      And quickly.

      Ryl dipped into the speed in his veins as he called to his phrenic companions.

      “Paasek, we need a wall,” he called as he sloshed past. “We need time.”

      The rigid phrenic shoved him forward, boosting his progress through the water as he passed. Ryl reached the wooden support, leaping upward just as Paasek’s hand connected with the stone wall to their side. The wall buckled as the phrenic poured his strength into his command over the stone. For a moment, the grating of rock against rock drowned out the roar of the wave that sought to smother them. Cavlin’s motions were sluggish, his eyes strained yet wide as he thrust the weight of his body upward against the wooden door.

      There was no time for subtlety.

      They had sought to stay anonymous. Hoping to steal their way into the city before their presence was truly noted. At the present, Ryl couldn’t care whether the entirety of the kingdom knew of their presence. He let the woodskin form over his right arm; the texture of his skin hardened.

      A few meters to his left, the wall in front of Paasek jutted out, lurching across the pathway at an oblique angle. A stone barrier pulled out from the wall, connecting to the floor below. The unnatural defense had covered close to half the span of the tunnel before straightening out as it stretched toward the wooden supports and concealed ladder. Stone ground against stone as the weight of the wave crashed into it. The angle saved it from utter destruction, though in several places cracks wept water. Several small holes opened, shooting jets of liquid inward.

      Even slowed due to the speed that surged through his veins, the sound of the rushing water was deafening. The peak of the wave was nearly to the top of the tunnel, though the backwater where his companions huddled was still only knee high. The meager barrier for the moment had saved them from demise.

      Ryl had reached the top of the ladder, squeezing in beside Cavlin, whose desperation was frozen across his face, as time had ground to a halt. He felt the colossal weight of his right arm as the woodskin turned flesh into thick bark. Using his upward momentum, Ryl roared as he swung his fist upward into the concealed trapdoor.

      Pain lanced through his hand, running up his arm as his fist connected with the wood. The heft of his arm struck with the devastating power of a battering ram. The wooden panel exploded into shrapnel as his fist punched through its defense. He wasted no time pushing his body through the jagged timbers into the darkness of the chamber above.

      There was little time for investigation as he reached the damp interior of the room. The area was shrouded in darkness, revealing no hints of its purpose; the only light present was the beam of illumination that launched upward from Vox’s light below. That there were no signs of habitation at the moment was a relief.

      Ryl let the woodskin fade as he reached back into the hole. With his left arm he collected a fistful of Cavlin’s tunic, wrenching the man upward into the chamber.

      “Ramm, get them up here,” Ryl screamed over the roar of the rushing water.

      The massive phrenic was already in motion. With no apparent effort, he scooped up the smaller, yet imposing frame of Lenu, tossing the Vigil captain upward to Ryl’s waiting arms. There was an undeniable sense of anger written across her face, yet it was far overshadowed by the terror in her eyes.

      One after another, the phrenics aided the others up the passage. Their motions were swift, moving at a sprint while the others crawled. Paelec soon joined him in the chamber above as one by one their companions were pulled from the clutches of the devastating torrent.

      Ryl’s heart thundered in his chest; the pounding drowned out the rush of the water below, silencing the hammering of the rain on the roof above. With every soaking body of his companions that reached safety, he breathed a sigh of relief. At last, it was only Paasek who remained. His ascent was sluggish, one of his hands maintaining constant contact with the wall. Ryl could see him laboring to hold the barrier as he ascended.

      His hands had neared the top as a sharp cracking sound thundered from inside the tunnel. The phrenic councilor’s head turned to the side, his eyes going wide as he recognized the source of the sound.

      His stone barrier failed beneath the weight of the water.

      With a final surge, he lurched forward, his hands grasping the lip of the trapdoor. Ryl’s hand closed around his arm as the rushing water struck his lower body. Paasek cried out as the impact pulled his legs from the ladder, sucking his body back downward into the flood. Ryl hardened the woodskin over his hand and arm as he latched onto the struggling phrenic’s outstretched wrist.

      The strain from the weight of the massive phrenic pulled his body across the slick floor. Even with the benefit of the speed, it was only a moment before the force of the water dragged him across the opening. Ryl found himself in an untenable position, one arm locked onto the struggling phrenic below, the other braced against the opposite edge of the tunnel. He looked directly down into the panicked eyes of the phrenic councilor. There was no disguising the greedy churn of the water that reeled him in.

      There was little else for Ryl to do but maintain. He had no leverage over the situation. Lying prone on the soaking floor, with both arms thoroughly engaged, he had no means to pull the phrenic free from the torrent that sucked him downward. He winced in pain as Paasek’s grip solidified over the hardened woodskin of his right arm. Even locked onto each other’s wrists, the pull of the water was too great. He felt the stony hands of the phrenic slip down his forearm.

      A body slid to the floor beside him, one arm sliding under his chest, anchoring against the opposite edge of the opening. The other shot toward the churning waters below, grabbing a hold of Paasek’s other flailing arm at the wrist.

      “I’ve got you,” Paelec reassured the pair as he screamed over the roar of the water. Though the strain lessened substantially, the water still easily overpowered their combined efforts.

      A moment later, Ryl felt the squeeze of hands on his ankles as the others joined the struggle. The chamber and the churning waters below plunged into blackness as Vox dropped the light for the sake of securing the others.

      Paasek’s hand slipped further down Ryl’s arm. He could feel the grip of the phrenic elder failing. The strain of the unaccustomed new skill had drained his body past its limits. They were fighting a battle they could not win.

      Ryl gritted his teeth, screaming as he clamped down on the phrenic’s wrist. With every ounce of his strength, he pulled against the terrifying grasp of the river. At his side, Paelec grunted as he struggled to hoist the phrenic from the water. The battle had only lasted moments, yet he felt his energy flagging fast. There was nothing they could do in the face of the raging water. With every passing heartbeat, Paasek slipped further from grasp.

      The ground at their heads trembled as the next body entered the struggle. The massive arms of Ramm lunged into the opening, wrapping under the armpits of Paasek.

      “Pull,” he cried as he wrenched the phrenic upward. For a moment, the accumulation of their combined powers was meaningless. The water refused to release its grasp. A grip that was proving stronger than wood or stone.

      Ryl felt the hope slipping from his body, as did his strength. The fears, the doubts, the impending devastation crashed down on him, hitting with a force more potent than the devastating attacks of the Lei Guard. Damaris would not claim the life of another phrenic.

      Too many had died already.

      With a final surge, they pulled against the water. Ramm’s grunts of exertion turned into a scream of desperation as he hoisted the phrenic up. At last they were rewarded by a hand’s width of progress as they wrenched his body from the rushing channel below. Once the momentum started, there was no stopping or slowing its progress.

      After what seemed like an eternity battling the strength of the water, the entirety of Paasek’s body appeared through the hole. The last stretch was frantic; the result was violent. As the phrenic cleared the opening, his body pulled Ryl and Paelec with it. The strength of Ramm’s pull sent all of them toppling across the slick wooden floor.

      Ryl let the speed in his veins fade. Time snapped back to normal as he skidded across the wood. He felt the hands of his companions pulling at him, dragging him further from the opening of the tunnel. The commotion of the room was chaotic.

      His chest heaved, inhaling massive breaths, as the toll of the struggle had been dramatic. He lay flat on his stomach, the right side of his face pressed against the cold, wet floor. At the moment, he cared not to move. Spread out less than a meter away, in roughly the same position, Paasek labored as he sucked in breath after breath. Their eyes met, the stony gray interiors shone with relief, yet the weariness was overpowering. He reached out his arm, placing it on Ryl’s shoulder, a simple act that required a visible effort. The weight of the solid hand was intense, much like a boulder now rested on his arm.

      “Thank you.” Paasek mouthed the words, though the sincerity was genuine. Ryl nodded in return.

      Andr knelt down before them, running his inquisitive eyes over the pair, searching for any open signs of injury.

      “That was too close. Is everyone alright?” he inquired as he surveyed the exhausted bodies of the phrenics lying on the wooden floor. Paelec had returned to a seated position, rubbing his hand gingerly over his wrist where he’d locked arms with the struggling phrenic. Vox kneeled close to Ramm; a small ball of fire again illuminated their area. The tributes did their best to see to their companions on the floor, while the Vigil prowled the edges of the dimly illuminated room, watching for any threat.

      Ryl scanned the area with his mindsight. Within the perimeter of his vision, there were no signs of anything other than the group that remained at his side. The dark smudge along the periphery remained constant, though unmoving.

      He pulled his arms underneath him, leveraging his body up, rolling back to his knees. With the addition of Vox’s light, the details of the room were now clear. The chamber was narrow yet stretched out nearly twice as long. An assortment of crates were stacked against the wall in piles of varying sizes. Many were in rough shape, highlighting the ravages of ages. The boxes, like the floor below, were blanketed in dust. Even in the dim light, he could see the tracks from where his companions had disturbed the heavy layer that coated the ground. All around him, the floor was soaked, scattered with random shards or stones and splinters of wood care of their dramatic exit from the tunnel.

      The ceiling was high, ten meters above their head; it disappeared into darkness as it reached beyond the extent of Vox’s illumination. A few thin windows were spaced evenly, though well above their heads, their surfaces distorted as the water from the storm washed over them.

      The patter of the steady rain against the glass and roof brought back memories of his youth. With vivid details he recalled lying in his bed, listening to the sound of the rain as it hammered against the angled roof just above his head.

      “Are we safe here?” Andr inquired, searching the room until he found Cavlin, who’d positioned himself against the far wall, his ear pressed against one of the doors that exited the room.

      The guard turned, loping back in the direction of the group at the call.

      “Aye, there will be none to disturb us here,” Cavlin responded as he returned to the group. “I doubt the noise of our disturbance would have been noted over the rain. Even so, this safehouse is well concealed among the industrial buildings just north of the port. The ones who watch over this location will trouble none who use this for a place of rest. We’ll be safe here.”

      “For how long,” Nielix chimed in from his post toward the side of the group. The Vigil watched the surroundings with cautious, wary eyes. He scanned the shadows constantly, assessing the darkness for threats to their safety.

      Cavlin wrung out the excess water from his shirtsleeve before bringing the cloth to his nose. He pulled his head back immediately, his nose wrinkling at the offensive stench that lingered.

      “There are likely few who still use these pathways,” he admitted. “We could stay here indefinitely if we needed to. There is little risk of discovery here. This chamber is more like a room inside a room, tucked deep within a massive, yet rarely utilized warehouse. Those who maintain its secrecy run just enough business out of the main shipping center to maintain the guise. We’d run out of food long before the need to move arose.”

      The guard moved across the room to a crate positioned against the side of the wall. With a creaking of protesting wood, the box opened. Cavlin wasted no time fishing through the contents of the cache.

      “We have two days before Deliverance begins. There is little to be accomplished tonight anyway. Storms from the sea are rarely short lived; it’s unlikely that this one will be an exception.”

      He moved from the crate back toward his companions; his eyes surveyed the weary bodies stretched across the floor.

      “The tunnel has brought us well within the boundaries of the second ring of Leremont,” he offered. “I know the area that the mender described well. We aren’t far now. We could use the rest.”

      He held out his hand, offering the prize he’d collected from the crate for all to see.

      “And a bath.”
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      The persistent deluge of water from the storm remained a constant as the night slipped into early morning. As the day progressed, the storm showed little signs of relinquishing its hold over the sky above. The ferocity of the rain ebbed and flowed, yet it remained steady long into the following night before it began to break.

      With little concern of discovery, they started a fire using the wood of several of the more decrepit crates that were positioned around the room. The heat from the meager blaze was enough to cut the chill of the damp air, allowing them an opportunity to dry their soaking clothes.

      The advent of soap was an unexpected though thoroughly welcome discovery. The flood of rainwater had worked to clear a portion of the stench of the sludge they had been forced to trudge through, yet a heavy odor remained. There were two doors exiting their interior hideaway; though Cavlin assured them that there was little worry of discovery, sentries were posted just beyond, hidden among the crates of the massive storehouse they found themselves in.

      Across the room, the second door opened to a void in the building. The clearing, far too small to be considered a courtyard, likely served as an additional means of escape, granting relatively easy access to the roof using the intentional ledges from the slightly inset, though sealed-up windowsills. At the present, the area served the purpose of a shower, as the accumulation of water from the storm poured over the edges of the roof above in a steady sheet.

      Ryl had hoped that they’d be able to gain a view of the facility during the day, yet the rain persisted, reducing the visibility to only a few dozen meters. Few if any were likely to be on the street throughout the worst of the storm, though discovery in those conditions would raise more suspicion than he desired. The unexpected rest was a welcome proposition. With the coming of the sun, a full day remaining, there would be ample time to reach the facility before the Deliverance the following morning.

      With the foul odors of the tunnel cleaned from their garments and their clothes drying, sleep came easier than expected. The constant noises of the rain as it swirled across the roof above was cathartic. Ryl closed his eyes, scanning their surroundings with his mindsight. The view was identical to the last, and the ones before that.

      No signatures, light or dark, appeared in his vision. The black smudge along the edge remained steady though it gave no appearance of moving. He had no concept of how far the detection skills of the black-cloaked guards could reach. By and large, their abilities were a mystery. They possessed the lethal speed of the Horde and exuded devastating control over the negative emotions, wielding them with chilling efficiency. It was understood that they could sense the alexen in close proximity, yet no concept of the distance was known.

      Ryl expected that with his active alexen, awakened and fully realized, there was no doubt that they would see him coming. At a point, there would be no hiding the approach of the phrenics.

      Morning dawned with the lingering trail of the storm. The light of the day was muted as the clouds refused to release the blue skies overhead. Though the rain reverted to a fine mist, it swirled through the air in twisting sheets that cast a veil over the finer details of the city. Cavlin, Millis and Andr had slipped away with the coming light, disappearing into the mist in search of rations. Their dwindling supplies had been reduced to ruin by the flood that had nearly consumed them. The rank water permeated all.

      Ryl and the remaining companions passed the hours waiting anxiously for their return as the day attempted to burn off the mist. It wasn’t long before the four walls of the interior safehouse began to claw at his mind. The confined space was devoid of any visual stimulation. The walls seemed to close in on him with every passing breath. The overwhelming power of the stench from the tunnel below had lessened, now flavored by acrid notes of smoke from their small fire, yet it still lingered.

      Like the taste of the vile treatments, the equally repulsive remedy, or the rancid odor of the Horde, the memories would remain firmly ingrained in his mind.

      Ryl, like the others, found plenty to do to occupy their time. He and the phrenics continued their instruction of the unawakened. Tash and Cray had shown dramatic improvement in their command over their emotions. Though the effects of the fledgling talents were still raw and unfocused, the groundwork was there. With time and practice, their control would grow. With the awakening, their true potential would blossom.

      Of the three, Palon showed a startling control over his powers. His emotional control was shockingly tuned for one who had yet to be awakened. Prior to disrupting the tributes, to freeing The Stocks, he had understood the vast differences between himself and Ryl. In the few words Ryl had ever heard him speak, he had acknowledged just that.

      How had he progressed with honing his skills with no instruction?

      Ryl felt the stab of guilt at his promised secrecy. Da’agryn had made him swear not to divulge the secret. What harm would there have been in speaking to one who rarely spoke?

      He shook off the momentary anger that surged through his core. There were enough events from the recent past that he’d change if the power to do so existed. It was a slippery slope dwelling on mistakes that had been made, second-guessing decisions. The journey down that avenue of thought dampened the light of hope that had kept him alive through the darkest cycles. He’d learned from his mistakes, yet the past was the past.

      Better to leave it there, as nothing he could do now would affect any of those decisions.

      He had done what had to be done. The decisions, right or wrong, had led him to today. To the precipice of a monumental change for the fate of the Kingdom of Damaris. He grinned as he returned his attention to the unawakened, working quietly with the phrenics in the cramped confines of the room. They represented the future.

      The prospect of manning the watch was a tempting proposition; at least it was a change from the monotony of the safehouse. The room outside the interior chamber was cavernous. Tall pillars and crossbeams held the weight of the gently sloping ceiling high above. Crates and barrels were stacked in an orderly fashion, forming rows that stretched into the distance. The gaps between them were planned, as if they formed the streets and alleys of a vast lifeless city.

      Though the area they inhabited was quiet, they could hear the muted noise of work in the distance. Quiet hammering echoed through the open space of the chamber, disguising the true location of its origin. Occasionally, Ryl could hear a staggered laugh or shout from the workers far off in the storehouse.

      The entrance to their chamber was well concealed. The doorway was tucked behind a wall of crates stacked three high and two rows deep. A slender gap a short distance to their right allowed for their easy entrance, yet to a casual observer, the opening would likely be overlooked.

      From the gap, Ryl had a clear view along the alleys and avenues in three directions. With his back against the wall that disguised their hideout, there was little fear of surprise, though they maintained a steady vigil. Nothing moved in his field of vision. For what seemed like an eternity, he stared into the motionless void between the crates. The cathartic wash of the rain on the roof had diminished, reduced to nothing more than a staggered patter. Light, though dim and diffused by the rain, had begun to replace the wet, inky blackness of the night, illuminating the narrow slits of windows on the wall high above.

      Ryl maintained an obsessive regimen of scanning with his phrenic mindsight. He feared little from an ambush of men. Though there was always a risk, sheer numbers would be their greatest enemy; it was the Lei Guard that gave him the greatest concern. Atop the bridge before Serrate, Elias had been among two groups of the black-cloaked warriors who assaulted them. The dark cloud of fear and hopelessness had been crushing. The weight of attacks of fourteen Lei Guard had been powerful; the miscalculation had nearly ended their journey before it ever reached The Stocks.

      Before the palisade, the combined emotional assault from the thousands was devastating. The power had smothered them. Their combined attacks had been crushing. What force would await them in the capital now? They relied on the mender’s information with little confirmation of the facts. Though Ryl could feel the presence of their tainted bodies, he had no way of judging their true numbers.

      His stomach churned at the thought of the battle that was likely in their future. Blades would be crossed with the corrupted bodies of those who had been like family. The truth was known by all now. How would the tributes react when the awful prospect was upon them?

      They would fight, or they would die.

      He clenched his fists together, squeezing them until his knuckles turned white. He choked down the revulsion at the thought of the battles he had waged. With the Lei Guard, there had been no options for remorse. They had demanded the battle at the cost of death. Ryl felt the nauseating weight of those who had died by his hands. He was thankful that their faces had never been revealed, though the possibilities were sickening.

      Manning the watch, concealed amongst the crates of the secluded warehouse, Ryl noted the return of the trio. Each carried a heavy pack slung over their shoulders. Smiles were written across their faces, though their bodies were again saturated by the constant mist and rain.

      “The city remains quiet today,” Andr greeted Ryl as they approached. “There were no signs of guards. Few were brave enough to venture into the streets in the presence of the rain. Now that the mists are breaking, that will likely change rapidly.”

      “We should reprovision the packs that are now likely dry,” Cavlin added. “Let’s move now. We’re little more than a half mile from the facility. We saw none on patrol when we passed. It’s like the mender noted, it’s seemingly abandoned. There is another safehouse only a few avenues away. You can see into the walls of the facility from its roof.”

      “It’ll give us a place to stage our move to the Deliverance,” Andr chimed in, “regardless of what we find at the facility.”

      Ryl couldn’t argue with the logic. He was unsurprised that few would venture out in the pervasive mists. Though he had no desire to plunge into the mist, the move would bring them closer to another important goal. The answer to whether the facility was still operational or not clawed at his mind. If tributes still languished on their cold slabs, he would see them free. If the dreaded facility was barren, he would ensure it would never again produce its vile product.

      Never again would the life of an innocent be milked of its alexen, suspended from its wooden slabs.

      “We’ll get the others ready,” Cavlin announced as they squeezed past, entering the security of the hidden chamber.

      Judging from the speed that the others began filing from the safehouse behind him, there was likely little arguing with the reasoning. A few understandably questioned whether their next venture would bring them under the earth again. Cavlin was quick to note that the water in the tunnels would take a matter of days to recede. Their movements now would be concealed by the mist, the shadows of buildings, not within the depths of the earth.

      The party was again separated into groups, following the lead of one of the three who had ventured out into the waterlogged city. Cavlin and his group were the first to leave. Ryl watched as the guard stalked back into the streets between the crates with Paelec, Paasek, Dav and Lenu in tow. At the first intersection, they disappeared into the veritable city of the storeroom.

      Millis was the next to abandon the safety of their chamber, leading Nielix, Vox and Ramm. They gave Cavlin’s group ample time to progress before venturing out from the safehouse. The massive phrenic found some difficulty squeezing through the narrow gap between the crates; the opening was not constructed with consideration for his enormous frame.

      Ryl repressed the feelings of anxiety as the last of the second party disappeared from view into the warehouse before them. There was little he could do to protect those he couldn’t see. There was likely little to fear, as phrenics accompanied each group. The fabled warriors would be cautious, scanning steadily ahead with their mindsight. It was not the guards he feared. If Lei Guard were to assault them with any great number, the situation could become desperate.

      He called on his mindsight again; the image that appeared was starkly different than what he’d found himself accustomed to viewing. The dark stain, gnawing on the periphery to the north, remained steady and unmoving. Now, however, two patches of brilliant, glowing golden orbs moved steadily into the distance.

      Ryl turned at the sound of approaching footsteps. Andr led the remaining group from their hiding place.

      “They’ll be far enough ahead to avoid suspicion,” he noted as he sidled past Ryl, stalking toward the gap. “Stay together. Keep your heads down. The walk isn’t long, and there shouldn’t be too much about. We’ll stick to the shadows of the alleys for most of the route. We only have one main thoroughfare to cross; after that, the building will conceal us again.”

      Ryl eyed the unawakened trio who stalked quietly behind the mercenary. A look of resolve was etched into their faces, though excitement mingled with concern as they steeled themselves for the next leg of their trek. Though the surge of water had been an unexpected danger, their progress onward would undoubtedly become far more dangerous.

      “Follow me,” Andr ordered as he slipped through the gap between the crates. Ryl moved aside, letting the trio slip past before exiting the concealment of their hideout. The steady hiss of the rain on the roof that had been present over the last day had ceased as the light of the day increased. Hammering notes of construction, far off in the warehouse, continued as the steady work carried on. Whether ignorant to their circumspect movements or complacent, voices, still muffled and unintelligible, echoed through the sprawling warehouse.

      A low howl sounded through the warehouse as they stalked through the maze of pathways. Their field of vision was always limited as they moved from one alley to the next. They paused at each intersection of the perpendicular aisles. Their movement through the openings was brief; they passed the gaps nothing more than shadows in the dim light of the vast chamber.

      The general tangent of their path led them eastward. Though they snaked north and south at various intersections, they consistently returned to their original course. Ryl checked routinely on the progress of his companions; they had angled south though they too moved steadily to the east.

      It wasn’t long before their winding path through the warehouse reached the outer wall. A wide gap divided the last row from the edge of the building though a single stack of crates remained positioned against the wall. The light from the day had grown considerably as they had crossed the cavernous chamber; its diffused rays streamed in through the windows still covered with a layer of moisture from the storm.

      After a quick look in both directions, Andr crossed the gap, angling to the opening between the crates one row to their right. Within moments, the others joined him in the shelter of the crates against the outer wall.

      “This door exits to an alley that runs round the edge of the warehouse,” he illustrated. “The houses that border this section have no windows that view the building. There’s a gate just to the south; we make for that.”

      With a nod of acknowledgment from the others, Andr pried open the door. The hinges were surprisingly silent as the wooden panel swung inward.

      Ryl found himself momentarily blinded by the light from the day. A gust of misty air blasted in through the opening, spraying his face with moisture. Between being secreted away in the interior chamber and the darkness from the storm, he had only a rough concept of the hour. He was surprised to see that the sun had nearly reached its zenith. The blazing orb was doing its best to burn off the fraying remnants of the storm, though the clouds and moisture had yet to abandon the air.

      He and the phrenics had chosen to forgo their cloaks for the time being, choosing instead to rely on the drab, unbranded colors the soldiers of House Eligar had adopted for their campaign.

      The feel of the scratchy fabric on his tattooed arms was maddening, though he understood the necessity. His budding skills of illusion, while his endurance had increased substantially, were still a burden. He would maintain the cover on the necks of the three tributes and himself as they crossed the city. Though their faces were likely unknown, their brands would be universally understood. The alarm would be raised immediately.

      His vision resolved quickly as they scurried into the shadows of the concealed alley before them. The stone walkway at their feet was slick; puddles covered most of the slimy surfaces that remained hidden in lingering shadows. The pathway between the warehouse and the low wall that ringed its perimeter was less than two meters wide. Beyond the mild barrier, the nondescript backs of buildings turned a blind eye to the occurrences that happened at their rear.

      Ryl scoured his memory, finding that his knowledge of the capital was robust. Even so, he was sure much had changed in the cycles since the phrenics before him had experienced the ever-expanding city. Though their subterranean route had bypassed the barriers, they had transitioned into the second of the three rings of the capital. Even in the ill-used industrious section they found themselves in, the quality of the workmanship was noticeable.

      The majority of the sprawling habitations and shops outside the city’s gates had been cobbled together without the attention to detail or likely the resources. The buildings that bordered the main avenues, the more public routes for trade, had benefited from their location and stature. They’d likely paid a hefty financial price for the benefit.

      The clouded sky still sprayed the occasional incessant wave of mist as they moved hastily from the warehouse. Less than ten meters from the exit, a thin iron gate split the stone wall, leading into a darkened alley between the buildings.

      “We’ve lost more time than I’d hoped,” Andr added as they moved toward the shelter of the buildings. “The weather has let up more than expected. We’re bound to run into far more traffic crossing the main avenue than we’d anticipated.”

      Without delay, they moved into the shadows of the awaiting alley. With the heavy rain now in the past, the narrow buildings helped to block most of the mist from penetrating to the depths of the shadows where they lurked. Ryl trailed Andr and the tributes as they moved steadily through the cramped passages, careful not to disrupt the piles of filth that had accumulated along the edges.

      Though there were thankfully none to encounter in the shadows of the passageways, the din of humanity could be heard, a steadily rising drone in the distance. For once, Ryl found himself regretting the clearing of the weather. The sun would bring more bodies to the streets. More bodies would inevitably lead to more unwanted attention. He scanned ahead with his phrenic mindsight, relieved to note the glowing signatures of the phrenics moving steadily to the east. The black stain to the north seemed to shift uncomfortably, yet there were no signs of approach. The motion itself was disturbing.

      Ryl felt the sudden pang of remorse, of doubt.

      They knew he was close.

      They would be waiting for his arrival.

      They encountered little of consequence as they snaked their way through the cramped confines of the alleys. The makeup of the buildings all looked identical; stone bases, slick with the stain of ever-present moisture, gave way to wood, swollen and rotted from the perpetual water in the salty air. They crossed several larger thoroughfares, yet none were occupied by any other than straggling groups of citizens. Still, the commotion of movement rose in the distance. The rhythmic clop of horseshoes on the cobblestone echoed through the air. Muffled sounds of conversation were present, yet their meanings were far too distant to comprehend.

      “There’s no avoiding the commotion, is there?” Ryl inquired as they paused momentarily at the intersection of a pair of buildings. Andr leaned toward the wall, catching himself before he contacted the slime that had formed along the corner.

      “I’m afraid there is no way around,” the mercenary admitted. “At least none that would make sense. We’re close to the port now. The sea is less than a quarter of a mile to the south. The main avenue stretches from the water to the gates of the inner circle. To the palatial complex beyond. The road from here to the throne is lined with shops, cafes and inns. There’s little discreet means of crossing from here.”

      Andr looked to both sides before motioning the group ahead with a nod of his head. They moved steadily into an alley slightly wider than the one they’d just vacated. The buildings that lined either side here were constructed of more stone than wood. The surfaces had the appearance of cleanliness, as if the mildew had been scrubbed from their stone within the last few cycles. Through the shadowed gap between the stone buildings, the movement of men, women and horse-drawn carriages moved across the opening.

      Ryl focused on the illusion, cloaking the brands on the necks of his companions and himself.

      Their pace slowed as they reached the exit to the final alley. They crowded in the shadows, watching the movement of the city for a moment.

      “Is this area always this busy?” Cray asked as he viewed the commotion. His eyes were wide, mixed with concern and wonder. Ryl grinned as he watched a similar expression register across the faces of Tash and Palon as well. They had lived disturbed, but sheltered lives. Though they had lived on the edge of civilization, they’d experienced none of the world save for the worst inclinations that humanity could throw at them. They’d suffered constant indignities, enjoying none of the benefits, none of the comforts of basic human companionship and compassion.

      “From what I understand, it’s rarely this busy. Many have likely been itching to be outside the confines of their homes after being trapped as they were on account of the rain,” Andr commented. His eyes never ceased moving, surveying the commotion of the street before him. A large gilded carriage rumbled sluggishly past, moving from the north toward the sea. Andr froze, motioning the others to pause as a contingent of uniformed, mounted guards rode in their wake.

      The wagon dripped with the trappings of wealth. Gold trim lined the edges, shimmering from the uniforms of the soldiers who were perched along its extremities. It rumbled to a stop at the front of a building to the right of their position. The sign denoting an inn swung noisily in the sea breeze from a post along its front.

      “There are far more here now due to the Deliverance,” he noted. “In my experience, the port is far more subdued on normal days. Come. Let’s move while there is a gap in the traffic. Once we reach the other side, we’ll follow the avenue to the south. We can duck into the first alley beyond.”

      Ryl called on the illusion, easily concealing the identifiable markings on the necks of the unawakened and himself. He eyed their path as the mercenary strode confidently out into the street beyond. With the faltering of the storm, citizens moved about freely. Most went about their business without distraction, yet there were a good number who idled by, perusing the shops that dotted the avenue. They had the look of foreigners, viewing the city and its wares with a look of mystique that the locals found detestable.

      They reached the opposite side of the cobblestone street without interruption, though their eyes maintained frequent surveillance of the happenings to their right. The soldiers perched along the carriage’s exterior glared at the citizens who were moving about. The acidic stares corralled most from their path, yet the greatest animosity seemed reserved for the guards who accompanied them.

      Ryl moved swiftly in pursuit of his companions, his focus divided between maintaining the illusion and observing the carriage and soldiers along the opposite edge of the street. Even from a distance, he could feel the hostility brewing between the parties. None on the street paid any attention to the party of five who slipped from the shadows of the alley.

      The wagon shifted as the occupants spilled out from the opposite side. Voices were raised in anger; the shrill notes of a woman’s voice pierced the stunned onlookers as the tension boiled over into a verbal confrontation. The female speaker and the city guard were hidden from view by the gold-trimmed wagon and the soldiers who accompanied both parties. From the baleful tone and curses that flowed from the incensed woman’s lips, Ryl repressed a momentary pang of sympathy for the man who had the distinct misfortune of negotiating with her. The hands of both parties of guards hovered close to the pommels of the swords as words were minced.

      A cadre of ladies, dressed in finery the likes of which Ryl had only witnessed among the sycophants of the lords and ladies who had viewed the spectacle of the Harvest, strode from the cover of the wagon. With a round of final, acidic glares, they hastened to the door of the inn several meters to their front. The indignities heaped on the youth who held the door open churned Ryl’s stomach. The women held their heads high; looks of disgust and disdain accompanied the chide remarks at the state of the terrified doorman.

      Andr paused, his eyes locked on the scene. A peculiar look crossed his normally impassive face. He ushered the tributes into the shadows of the alley before them as the words of the disagreement floated over the hushed street.

      “My sincerest apologies again, my lady,” the guard sniveled as he backed out from behind the wagon. His hands were held out before him in a placating pose, defending himself from the force of the incensed woman’s fury. “There are no other suitable lodgings available within the inner districts. I assure you, you’ll find that this is more than suitable to cater to your needs.”

      “How dare you presume to understand my needs,” the woman shrieked as she stormed forward. The force of her verbal assault had the guard on his heels, helpless to defend himself from the verbal onslaught. Andr’s eyes went wide for a moment before narrowing into little more than slits.

      “We are here to attend the Deliverance by the side of Lord Kyoris,” she screamed. “You can be assured that he will know about the abhorrent treatment of his mistresses. There will be repercussions, of that you can be assured.”

      Ryl watched the strange play of emotions cross Andr’s face. The color seemed to blanch for a moment, his skin bleaching white.

      “I know that voice,” he hissed as Ryl reached his side.

      Across the street the guard pleaded his case, though his efforts were futile.

      “My lady, the regent himself, Lord Kagran, assured the lodging,” the guard pleaded. “Certainly, your lord would understand that he and his retinue are not the only ones to have arrived in the capital for the Deliverance. There is nothing nefarious in the treatment you deride. Lodging was neither preferential nor symbolic of any special treatment. Those who arrived first were stationed closer to the capital. Accommodations have been made for all. Perhaps you would prefer to stay outside the walls of the capital? Or in the outer circle?”

      The exasperated gasp was audible from across the street. The woman, hidden behind the wagon to this point, sauntered into view.

      “My lord will hear about this,” she growled.

      Andr staggered at the sight of the woman. Ryl had little regard for her indignant complaining at the state of her accommodations. She was tall and thin, wearing a tight-fitting dress that accentuated the curves of her figure. Her face was disturbingly painted, hiding its natural glow beneath a thick layer of paint. The unnatural coloring of her cheeks and eyes stood out against the pale, dull appearance of her face.

      Andr leaned his arm heavily against the corner of the building.

      “What’s the matter?” Ryl whispered, his concern focused on his friend’s abnormal reaction. The incessant whining of the heavily powdered noble was no longer his concern.

      “It’s her,” Andr gasped.

      His face morphed from pale shock, reddening into scolding animosity.

      There was a look of murder in his eyes.

      Andr’s hand fell to the hilt of his blade. He pushed off from the edge of the building; his focus gave Ryl no doubt as to the tangent of his movement. As rapid and unexpected as his step had been, Ryl was quicker. With a single stride, he wrapped his arms around the mercenary, one around his shoulders, the other on his wrist.

      For a moment, they seemed to struggle for control over the blade that remained in its sheath. Ryl spun Andr around as they reached the shadows of the alley, slamming his body against the wall with a force that was jarring. None on the street noted the disturbance; their complete attention was affixed on the increasingly heated dialogue spewing from the entrance to the inn.

      In the darkness of the alley, the unawakened were all too cognizant of the action. Cray and Tash remained frozen in place, looks of incredulity written across their faces. Palon had both hands wrapped around the handles of his twin blades. His legs were coiled into a fighting stance. The look on his face was chilling. The calm lethality sent a shiver down his spine.

      Ryl focused, forcing a placating wave of calm over the primed tributes. He needed to diffuse the situation before any of their number did something they’d likely regret. Palon’s emotions boiled to the surface; the alexen in his veins itched to be free. There would be no disguising the effort needed to subdue him should his emotions progress further beyond control.

      The mercenary’s face was locked into a feral snarl. His normally pensive expression was riddled with anger. The constant pressure against Ryl’s hand forcing the sword into the holster was constant.

      “Andr, enough,” Ryl hissed. With his words he hammered the mercenary with a direct assault of emotion before turning his head to address the unawakened. “Palon, you must control your emotions.”

      After a moment, Andr blinked. The eyes that returned his stare had reverted to their normal calculating calm, though they immediately sought the ground as opposed to the gaze of his own. Palon’s lethal stance reverted to a sheepish pose. He slunk to the side of his twin.

      “Are you with me, my friend?” Ryl whispered, squeezing Andr’s shoulders against the wall. Andr nodded as their eyes met. The pressure of his hand fighting to remove the blade subsided at once. Ryl released the pressure pinning him against the stone of the wall. He looked again at the inn; the commotion had subsided. A fleeting glimpse of the woman’s back was all they captured before the door slammed behind her.

      “Who was that?” Ryl pried again.

      Andr returned his gaze to his, pausing for a moment before rolling to the unawakened waiting nervously in the alley. Ryl noted that his stare lingered on Cray for a moment longer than the others.

      Ryl struggled to contain the gasp that threatened to escape his mouth as the realization struck him like a hammer. The force of the impact nearly robbed him of his breath. He stumbled a step back, releasing the mercenary from the wall. The heat raced through his veins as the alexen churned with agitation and animosity.

      Their vitriol was nothing compared to the rage that consumed his friend.

      He pitied Andr, for he knew all too well a touch of that hatred.

      That betrayal.

      Only a touch.

      “It’s ok.” Andr broke the tense silence that had descended upon the alley. In the street beyond, with the finality of the verbal fray, life again continued as if nothing had disrupted the misty morning.

      “I’m ok. We delayed too long.” His voice, though authoritative, lost a touch of the confidence that usually covered its tone, though Ryl doubted that any of the others noted the subtle change. He understood Andr better than he did most, though most of the mercenary’s life had gone untold. “Make for the end of the alley. We’ll be right behind you.”

      Ryl turned his gaze to the unawakened. The trio remained frozen in place as if they were too afraid to move for fear of catching the animosity of the tumult that had only moments ago engulfed them. He nodded as he made eye contact with Cray. The tribute returned the motion, patting Tash on the shoulder before they turned, stalking into the shadows of the alley.

      Andr followed them with his eyes for a moment before returning his gaze to Ryl. There was an undeniable outpouring of emotion swelling in his eyes. It was raw and unguarded.

      “She wasn’t always like that,” he whispered. “That’s not the woman I …”

      “I know, my friend. I know,” Ryl commiserated. He laid his hand on Andr’s shoulder, bringing his head in close. “I can see the taint of the nexela clearly. The supreme arrogance, the greed. It’s not natural.”

      “Do you think Cray recognized her?” he asked.

      Ryl cast a glance at the retreating shadows of the unawakened moving swiftly through the darkness to their right.

      “I doubt it,” Ryl responded, drawing on his own emotions to guide his answer. He tried to place himself in Cray’s shoes. What would he have done if it were his own parents screaming in the street before him? He desperately wanted to think that he’d turn a blind eye, abandon them as they had done to him.

      There was nothing he could do to repress the chilling inner pleas for bloodshed.

      For revenge.

      For once the call for bloodshed emanated not from the whispers of darkness from within, but from himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ryl and Andr rejoined the others at the narrow intersection of the darkened alleys ahead. The trio were tucked into the shadows of the buildings, waiting cautiously. It was Cray who spoke as they approached.

      “What happened back there?” he inquired, his words tentative as if he had been chosen as the unwilling speaker for their group.

      Ryl opened his mouth to reply, yet Andr cut him off, casting a look that gave him pause.

      “It was an old acquaintance who stole something of great value from me long ago,” the mercenary growled. “It was not a face I’d thought I’d see again. Let’s catch up with the others. The safehouse is only a few alleys away.”

      Andr moved to the head of the group, pausing as he peered into the gloomy intersection, surveying the shadows for threat or motion. Ryl scanned with his mindsight. He confirmed that the phrenics were close. Their distinctive glowing signatures were now grouped together. The warmth, the sensation of welcome that he’d come to understand when at close proximity to them was present, yet it was little more than a tendril tickling his senses at this distance.

      “There is nearly a full day before the Deliverance,” Cray noted. “If the offense was grave enough, at least you know where they’re staying. It looks like the group carried far more wealth than they deserve.”

      Andr turned to his boy; a strange light flickered in his eyes. A wicked grin tugged up on the corners of his lips.

      “As much as I love the sentiment, we have more important matters to handle,” the mercenary acknowledged, though it was with an undeniable sense of regret.

      Without another word, Andr moved across the intersection into the gap between the buildings on the opposite side. He left no time for conversation as they snaked their way through the debris of the back alleys, pressing ever closer to their destination. Ryl could feel the sensation of his phrenic companions grow as they neared.

      Rounding a corner to their right, Andr stopped suddenly as a shadow materialized from the entrance to a doorway. His hand fell to the handle of his blade. Ryl readied the speed that flowed in his veins as the figure materialized from the darkness.

      “What took you so long?” Cavlin inquired as he moved into a square of patchy light that snuck between the buildings above. The tension that had filled the air vaporized, like the morning mist burned away by the sun. “I was heading back out to find you.”

      “We were delayed at the intersection,” Andr relayed. “Seems the concubines of Lord Kyoris are less than pleased about their lodging arrangements.”

      Cavlin merely grunted as he moved toward the shadowed doorway. He knocked twice, pausing before rapping his knuckles a third time on the door. The metallic clinking of locks being disengaged returned his call. The door swung outward, moving silently on its hinges. Millis greeted them from the dim light of the interior.

      “Is everyone here?” the guard inquired as Cavlin squeezed past into the narrow foyer.

      “Aye, Millis. All are well,” Ryl replied as he hastened his companions into the room.

      The waft of heat that greeted him as he crossed the threshold into the building was invigorating. Though the temperature of the day was not unpleasant, the mist and wind that remained cut through their clothing. Ryl subconsciously rubbed his hands together.

      The room they entered was narrow, neat yet sparsely furnished. A single small wooden table and chair sat opposite the door, positioned against a wall made of stone. The rest of the room was constructed of wood, like it had been an afterthought, an addition to the original design of the structure. To the right, a staircase climbed upward, though it turned at a landing a short distance up.

      “The others are upstairs,” Millis commented as he finished locking the heavy wooden door. “You can see the facility from the roof.”

      The room that greeted them above was much like the entryway below. It was long and narrow, running the length of the building. A single side was walled in stone while the remainder was constructed of wood. Several rickety chairs sat around a table at the far end next to a meager cook station along the wall. The room’s single window was draped with heavy fabric, blocking light from entering or exiting their concealed quarters. Several narrow beds were lined up in a row against the outer wall. A fire burned quietly in a shallow hearth built into the stone wall.

      “We’ll be safe here,” Cavlin announced as he topped the narrow stairs. “Rest. We’ll likely have hours until we need to move again. Ryl, come with me. I need to show you something.”

      Cavlin never stopped moving as he spoke. He turned as he rounded the head of the stairs toward the adjacent wall. A narrow ladder was built into the wood, leading to a door in the ceiling overhead. Ryl followed the guard up; this time the trapdoor at the top opened without complaint. A gust of wind, laden with the remaining moisture of the storm, rushed past. He felt the cooling mist on his face as he climbed steadily upward.

      The top of the ladder opened to a relatively flat roof. The sides were pitched slightly out from the center; the sensation of unevenness was disconcerting though the slope was mild. Cavlin crouched as he moved forward toward the edge of the wall. The surface of the roof was slick from the moisture. They stepped around the small pools that had formed in the uneven surface, careful not to lose their footing.

      Cavlin led him to the eastern edge of the wall where a small stone border formed a thin, knee-high barrier. The guard kneeled on the slick roof, leaning against the stone. His head made a quick circuit of the surrounding city before motioning to the east.

      “The facility is there.” Cavlin pointed in the direction, though there was little speculation as Ryl viewed the city. From their position on the roof, a good portion of the capital city was in view. To the east, the buildings were large and industrious; many showed signs of workers moving about in their prescribed tasks.

      The makeup of the buildings remained primarily industrial as Ryl’s view swept to the south. The sea dominated the southern horizon, stretching far beyond the boundaries of the walls that strove to separate the city’s classes. Tall vessels bobbed on the rolling, rough water. No sign of Lord Eligar’s fleet could be seen.

      Ryl returned his vision quickly to the east. Somewhere among the buildings was the object of their attention. Looming over the outer circles of the city stood the capital complex. Seated atop the sheer walls of the ridge, the palatial complex stabbed into the sky above; its towers and turrets would likely have formed a striking profile against the firmament if not for the mist that shrouded a large portion of its design.

      He scanned again with his mindsight. Nothing unexpected moved within the field of his vision. Ryl doubted that they were oblivious to his presence, yet why then did they not move on his location? What was it that they waited for?

      At the moment, though perplexed, he struggled to force the thought from his mind. There was another goal, far closer to reach, that stood before the morning’s Deliverance.

      Not all the industrial buildings that dominated the makeup of the city before them showed signs of activity. The steady thrum of construction floated on the air as workers went about their day with little regard for the changes that were to come. Among the mass of structures, a few were dilapidated, seemingly abandoned by time and laborers.

      After a quick scan, Ryl’s eyes focused on a large structure slightly to the southeast of their position. The complex was wide and long, stretching across several blocks. A stone wall, taller than a man, encircled the facility. A heavy, reinforced wooden gate was set into the barrier along the road that ran along its western side.

      By all appearances, the complex looked abandoned. It blended in among the others of its kind, merely a relic of production, long overlooked. The low, yet imposing crenulated towers that sprouted from the corners of its frame hinted at its martial application.

      “There,” Ryl announced. His eyes squinted as he inspected the facility. Though he noted no movement, he could feel the foreboding sensation bubbling up from his core. There was a darkness that lingered. “‘I see no movement inside.”

      “Neither did we,” Cavlin responded. “The wall is not difficult to climb. We watched the interior for some time. None entered or exited the facility. Darkness still lingered, and we viewed the facility until well beyond sunrise. No lanterns burning in the dark. The guard towers are there for show at the moment.”

      Ryl squinted his eyes, peering through the mist as he investigated the towers. The crenulated turrets hid most of the interior from view from without, yet there were no hints of motion from any. He was satisfied that the Lei Guard would be unable to prepare an ambush in the facility. He could see the stain of their blackened signatures scarring his mindsight to the east. Lord Kagran likely planned to make his stand inside the Hall of the King. Like with the fall of the phrenics of old, he desired to lure them into their submission inside the confines of the great chamber.

      King Lunek the Third had succeeded, with the assistance of Leiroth, in hiding the presence of Kaep from his vision. They had tainted her body, disrupting the signature that he’d come to understand. From what little he knew, Kagran had not the cycles nor the wisdom to duplicate the feat. In all truth, Leiroth had likely been the protagonist, the mind behind the mayhem that had nearly wiped the phrenics from existence.

      Lord Kagran was ruthless, greedy and ambitious. A deadly combination, yet his knowledge of the true power of the phrenics was sorely lacking. Ryl aimed to make him, make the kingdom see the error in their ways.

      Once and for all.

      The eponymous lord would no longer be allowed to control the true history of the kingdom. Let people decide the path they walk for themselves. Assuredly, many would never be sympathetic to their cause, the taint of greed, the allure of the endless, eternal power far too potent to resist. Yet it was a decision to be made of their own volition. The facts, the truth would be laid bare. The choice would be theirs.

      Ryl and Cavlin remained on the roof, watching the facility as the sun began creeping toward the western horizon. Aside from the wind jostling the scrawny trees and wild grasses that grew among the courtyard within, the compound was still. The sound of hushed footsteps on the roof alerted them to the presence of others joining their silent vigil. Andr and Paelec stalked across the roof, their eyes carefully cataloguing the city that spread out around them. The phrenic had changed back into his dark grey cloak, his hood pulled up over his head; the wind ruffled the tail as it swirled from the sea.

      “Millis prepared food.” Andr smiled as he greeted the pair. “Enjoy it while it’s still hot. Who knows when we’ll have another warm meal.”

      Ryl’s stomach gurgled with even the mention of food. His appetite had been sluggish to return; the vile experience of the tunnel left a lasting impact on his will to eat. The idea of a warm meal, no matter how inexperienced the chef was, was an enticing proposition.

      “We’ll let you know if anything changes,” Paelec added as they assumed a discreet position against the low, decorative wall.

      Ryl found that his steps were far more hasty, far less discreet as he moved down the ladder into the concealment of their shelter. The mouthwatering, yet undescribed aromas of food greeted him immediately as they entered the chamber. The mix of spices was foreign, yet the aromatic concoction was irresistible. His mouth watered.

      Millis stood beside a small kettle, slowly stirring as the pair approached. The others, having eaten, were in various stages of rest. Ramm and Paasek remained on guard. The elder phrenic watched the exterior from the curtained window; the fabric of his cloak, though several shades off, blended in with the thick drab cloth that hid the interior from view. Ramm sat on the top step of the stairs; his massive war hammer lay across his lap as he blocked the entrance to their safehouse. Ryl grinned as he viewed the mountain of a man, cloaked once again in the telltale garb of their station, positioned atop the steps. It would take an army to disrupt the immovable mountain of a phrenic.

      The fare Millis had prepared was simple, the portions meager, yet it filled his belly with a warmth and a weight that would linger. The stewed mix of meats, vegetables and rice, in his fiendishly hungry state, would have been fit for a king. Ryl surveyed the room, content that his companions likely shared the same sentiment. Aside from those remaining on watch, they rested or relaxed in whatever position they could find comfortable. There was no conversation to be had.

      Ryl finished the meal quickly, thanking their impromptu chef before securing a position against the stone wall, a few paces from the hearth. It was with pleasure that he removed the drab-colored garments they’d collected from Lord Eligar’s men. His skin tingled with anticipation as he slipped the cloak over his shoulders. With the cloak secured, he flipped the hood up over his head, covering the upper half of his face in shadow. Though the cloak was now sleeveless on both arms, merely the touch of the fabric against his skin sent a ripple of electricity through his body. Across the room, Palon, ever silent, ever mindful, watched the seemingly trivial task with a sense of unguarded longing. He nodded to his friend as he rested his head back against the inner stone wall.

      The latent warmth of the small blaze had warmed the rocks at his back. The heat seeped through his clothes, spreading through his weary body. If the present circumstances at the facility remained, they would wait until the cover of darkness to make their next move. Judging by what he saw with both his eyes and his mindsight, he expected to find the facility abandoned. He could sense no trace of either alexen or nexela from within the building, yet internally, his emotions were troubled.

      The alexen coursed through his veins, spreading a fire of anxiousness across every measure of his frame. From deep within, whispers of darkness probed his defenses, prodding their vile machinations into his mind.

      His thoughts turned to the events that would follow closely beyond the facility. The culmination of endless cycles of torment remained only a sunrise away. He inhaled a deep, steady breath, holding the air and the tension a moment before exhaling it out. The air whistled between his lips as he forced the calm over his body. The alexen relaxed with the effort, though the guarded heat remained over his left arm.

      Ryl’s eyes travelled to the markings surrounding his left elbow. The once pristine orb of the sun was scarred with countless blemishes. The smudges of black seemed to shift perpetually as the roiling blaze of the sun beneath burned steadily, holding the darkness at bay. As was typically the case, his visions tracked eagerly toward his right arm, his eyes resting on the demure hand interwoven between the vines and leaves.

      It was a loss that he feared he’d never accept. A pain that would linger, torturing him for the balance of his long extended life.

      With a sigh he averted his eyes from the marking. She had given herself for the sake of hope. Kaep had understood her true purpose in the end.

      He understood; he was grateful for the chance to carry on. She had been one of the few fabled phrenics surviving in isolation. She had come willingly, eager to be a part of the change that the kingdom so desperately needed. In her absence, without her steady glow, the light of the world seemed a few shades darker. Ryl closed his eyes, struggling to keep his emotions in check. He leaned his head back against the stone, ridding his mind of the thoughts for the sake of a few moments of rest.

      His succor was regrettably short-lived.
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      Ryl’s eyes had closed for a matter of moments before his relative peace was abruptly interrupted. The feelings that jarred him to his feet were foreign, yet he understood their message.

      Concern and alert blanketed his body.

      He scanned the area with his mindsight, his heart racing as the image painted a picture. The results were bland, though he was not displeased with the vision. There were no signs that the Lei Guard approached. He’d have known Paelec and Andr approached without the aid of his mindsight, as their hasty footsteps echoed from the roof above.

      Paelec was the first to slide down the ladder; the mercenary followed a step behind. The phrenic archer’s face was unreadable, yet the wicked grin that split Andr’s face spoke of the task ahead.

      “A small group of soldiers just entered the facility,” Paelec announced to the group. “There are only three. Two entered; the other stands guard at the northern door. No Lei Guard that I could tell were among their group.”

      All eyes in the room were focused on the phrenic. The floorboards creaked in protest as Ramm rose to his feet.

      “I see no trace that the tainted guard has moved from the capital complex,” Ryl added. “Is there any sign of others moving to join the group?”

      “None that I’m aware of,” Andr interjected. “The buildings block much of the views of the avenues. I’ve spent time among the soldiers of Damaris. I doubt a large force could move with much discretion.”

      Both Cavlin and Millis seconded the sentiment. Though well trained to a point, in general, the guards they had worked with lacked the discipline. Moving a force of any great size, especially among the cramped confines of the city, would undoubtedly cause undue commotion.

      Ryl scanned the faces of his companions spread throughout the room. The answer to his unvoiced question was written clearly across each of their faces. He bent down, removing the holster with the Leaves from his pack, securing them quickly to his back. The excited energy rushed through his veins at the brush of the smoothed wood against his skin.

      “I grow tired of waiting,” he announced. His voice dripped with determination. “It’s time we pay the facility a visit.”

      With little supplies save the packs on their backs, the preparations to depart were accomplished in a matter of moments. Cavlin sealed the exit to the roof, and they filed down the stairs. Aside from the warmed coals of the doused fire, the lingering scents of food and smoke, they left little evidence of their temporary occupancy.

      The afternoon sun had fallen as they exited the safety of the shelter, melting into the shadows of the back alley. The sunlight had burned off most of the mist that had plagued the earlier hours of the day. Large puddles still remained, especially in the less traveled pathways of the capital. Their path routinely led over or around the stagnant pools, slick with a coating of grime deposited as it washed the streets clean of debris. At every intersection they paused, listening for the sounds of approaching patrols. Scanning for signs that the Lei Guard moved to counter their progress.

      There was only a matter of a few blocks separating the safehouse from the nondescript, sprawling facility that was their destination. Aside from one larger avenue, they would maintain the secrecy of the clogged alleys. Ryl felt a lingering sense of concern as they approached the crossing of the more substantial thoroughfare. Though the sun had yet to set, it hung low over the western horizon. The golden orb was hidden from their view behind the wall of buildings; the shadows stretched out, covering the entirety of the avenue. Various shops and cafes were scattered across the roadway. Those that were still open to the public had already begun lighting torches or lanterns as the darkness came early to this portion of the city.

      He couldn’t help but note the similarities to the doomed East Ward of Cadsae Proper. While the remainder of the now decimated city enjoyed the last rays of light, the inhabitants of the run-down ward endured an early night living beneath the shadow of the eastern palisade. There were thankfully few on the street as they reached the border of the narrow alley. To their left, the avenue curved slightly as the concentric path rounded the city’s second, more affluent circle. It wasn’t long before their sight lines were lost as the pathway closed off between the buildings. To the right, to the south, the view of the sea was clear, though confined to the gap between the structures.

      After a few moments of observation, Cavlin motioned the party into the opening. Like the busy street they had crossed earlier, they moved to the right as they entered the thoroughfare, though their path angled across the street toward the nearest alley. The size of their group earned a few cautious glances from the citizens they encountered, yet none made any attempt to greet or slow their party. Those who did note their presence moved quickly to the opposite side of the street or disappeared into the closest unlocked building.

      Ryl frowned at the unwanted attention, though in reality, it likely mattered not. Even so, he focused on the illusion that he cast cautiously over the party. He covered the tattooed arms of the phrenics and brands of the tributes with cloth. Regardless of whom they encountered on the sparsely crowded street this evening, word would never reach the facility prior to their arrival. As for the lord, Ryl was certain that word of the phrenics’ arrival in the capital was sure to have reached his ear. That he was in the process of setting a trap, he was certain.

      By all accounts they had received, the Lei Guard followed his command without question. They had accepted the order of the one who had been nothing more than a noble in the court, spurning the word of all others. It was a curious relationship, yet not entirely unsurprising. The shells of the tributes who remained were nothing more than vessels molded to be controlled by the hand who held the greatest power over the kingdom. They had implicitly followed the rule of Leiroth, and by his leave King Lunek the Third. With the void left in the wake of their deaths, they had likely latched onto the closest shred of lingering power that remained in the king’s absence. If Lord Kagran was foolish enough to send his fabled black-cloaked warriors in small groups, they would be easy pickings for the phrenics, who were prepared to meet their charge.

      Ryl doubted he would spare any. Kagran’s position was tenuous. He held onto his shred of rule by the sheer threat of those very same guards. With every one lost, the security of his influence would wane. He doubted it would take many losses to entice open revolt.

      Cavlin led them forward at a brisk pace, ducking as discreetly as possible into the first alley on the opposite side of the street. Between the buildings, the walls that defended the facility climbed clearly into view. A solitary tower peered ominously down at them, though no movement graced its thin defensive windows.

      They reached the gap leading to the defensive wall in no time. The path between the buildings and the wall was narrow, yet wide enough to fit a wagon with ease. A few dozen meters to their left, the pathway split, one track leading northward, the other wrapping around the rectangular complex, dividing it from the city that spread around it. Heavy wear on the cobblestone spoke of the regular use that had eaten at the roadway over cycles of use. In either direction, the alley was eerily devoid of any motion. The ambient sounds of the city seemed like a distant afterthought as they stared at the wall separating them from the facility beyond.

      Ryl scanned ahead with his mindsight, cautious for any hint of motion or life ahead. Though there were no signatures denoting the presence of either phrenic or Lei Guard, he felt a distinct whisper of darkness emanating from the building beyond. The aura was dark, foreboding, yet it called to him, drawing him onward.

      “When we last saw him, there was but a single guard manning the entrance on the northern side of the facility; the others disappeared inside,” Andr whispered. “They entered through the gate just to the south of here.”

      “Aye, there are but two entrances to the facility, one along this western wall and one on the opposite side,” Cavlin intoned. “Judging from the wear on the road, this one saw far greater use. It’s hard to tell from this angle, yet it looks like it’s been left open. Ryl, walk with me. We’ll be back in a moment.”

      Without waiting for confirmation, Cavlin strode out from the shadows of the alley. Ryl shook his head as he matched the confident steps of the guard. They walked shoulder to shoulder down the western edge of the road. Though cloaked in shadow, their presence would have been noted had any paid careful watch over the area. No calls of alarm were issued from the surrounding buildings as they continued onward.

      The quiet padding of the footsteps was barely audible over the steady rush of the wind that blew from the sea to the south. Flickers of light emanated from a few of the buildings that bordered the western edge of the cobblestone track, yet they noted no motion from within. Though the city was thriving, its population swelling, many habitations here looked abandoned.

      Even without the noticeable presence of the Lei Guard, Ryl could still feel a hint of the dread that Mender Brahn had claimed perpetually surrounded the complex. The sensation gnawed at him; the alexen in his veins began to heat with the fires of rage as the expectations of what they would find within began to ferment.

      Close to twenty meters from where they’d left their companions, they reached the heavy gate in the wall. The well-worn tracks of a wagon turned to the left here, entering through the expansive opening. The road beyond, though likely as old as the rest, remained far less scarred, as the path the carriage followed routinely entered at this point.

      The gate consisted of two panels, both constructed of wood, set into a metal-reinforced frame. On each door, there was a single small slit at eye level for those within to keep tabs on the action without. Curiously, the panel on the left was cracked open. Cavlin stopped, stepping back into the shadows as he whispered to Ryl.

      “They were either careless, or they’re inviting us in,” Cavlin said. His eyes darted from side to side as he catalogued the area surrounding them with renewed vigilance. “Though I’ve never had cause or desire to enter or inspect this operation prior to this journey, I’ve frequented these alleys. The gates have never been left ajar. With the exception of the group that entered not long ago, I’ve seen no sign of anyone. It’s hard not to believe the facility is truly abandoned.”

      Though Ryl agreed with the sentiment, their timing and ease was too convenient for his mind to accept without caution.

      “I still have contacts in the area. They’ve noted no troop movement of late,” he continued. “As the mender noted, the daily patrols have ceased.”

      Ryl peered into the cleared opening of the complex through the gap between the panels of the gate. The cobblestone road curved out of view behind the gate as it moved to the north. A thin strip of poorly maintained grass stretched along the edge of the facility that was visible.

      “One day, I’d be interested to hear about your life outside the guard,” Ryl commented. It was likely a tale that would never be revealed, yet his curiosity had been more than piqued. From the start, the guard had been an enigma. He commanded the complete trust of Captain Le’Dral, yet his actions seemed completely unbound by the regimented structure that the captain demanded from his troops.

      “Perhaps.” Cavlin grinned.

      He moved nonchalantly across the alley, slowing as he approached the gate. He looked through the slit in the closest panel before poking his head into the opening beyond. Cavlin’s observation of the interior was brief; with a subtle motion of his hand, he beckoned Ryl closer.

      “The guard is either on patrol or still watches the northern door where Andr and Paelec noticed him,” Cavlin relayed. “There are none in sight.”

      Ryl took his turn observing the interior as Cavlin shifted from the opening. As the guard had noted, the interior was devoid of movement. The grassy area to the south of the entrance was overgrown, wrapping around the building. Small shrubs and trees grew along the stone barrier, though they were noticeably untended. To the north, the area was largely paved by cobblestone; only a thin strip of green ran along the edge of the wall.

      The building itself occupied the majority of the interior of the complex. It was less than ten meters high, yet stretched over one hundred meters long. The outline of the structure and the towers were constructed of stone, yet the remainder was made of wood. The natural planks were faded to an ashy color from the constant abuse of the salty sea air. Aside from the thin, defensive windows in the turrets that rose from each of its four corners, there were no signs of any other windows along its surface.

      Ryl motioned to Cavlin as the pair stepped back into the shadows of the buildings bordering the alley. He turned to the north, focusing on the signatures of the phrenics before sending a wave of emotion. A signal that their presence was needed. Their response was immediate. The shadowed forms of his companions stalked from the concealment of the alley. Their pace was determined, yet they still moved with caution, for which Ryl was thankful. The area held a disturbing level of placid calm. The lack of sound, the absence of people, along with the lingering feeling of dread that seemed to emanate from the very building itself caused the hairs to stand tall on the back of his neck.

      His whispered commands were short; none argued their assignments. All were versed in the language of battle and had been hardened to an extent by the awful realities that resulted from blade meeting flesh. Only the faces of the three unawakened, the least experienced of the group, showed any sign of nervousness.

      “Once we enter, Paelec, Paasek, Dav, Nielix and Lenu, circle around the back. We’ve seen but three. I want none to escape should they have time to run,” Ryl growled as he issued the commands. “Ramm, Vox and Millis, watch the gate. Everyone else, with me. Be ever mindful of your surroundings. This facility looks all but abandoned, yet something doesn’t feel right.”

      Ryl met the eyes of all in the group as he scanned their faces. The determination was chilling. He feared for any who dared mount an opposition to their meager, yet disastrous force. One final glance, he confirmed that the interior of the chamber remained empty. No guards patrolled the grounds. No watchful eyes scanned the complex from the towers high above.

      “Let’s go,” he whispered. “We’ll meet you around the other side.”

      Paelec and Paasek were the first to enter the grounds; the Vigil followed close at their heels. Ryl waited until the last of their group disappeared around the edge of the massive building before entering the territory.

      “Tash, Palon, Cray, I want you in the middle,” Ryl ordered. “Andr, watch our backs.”

      Without a sound, they squeezed through the opening in the gate, stalking across the grounds toward the windowless edge of the facility. Their feet made few sounds as they ran along the edge of the grass that bordered the cobblestone drive. Ryl slowed their pace to a steady walk as he prowled along the side of the building. His senses were on high alert, listening for any sounds of alarm. His mindsight flashed frequent images of their surroundings. The signatures of the phrenics arching around the rear of the building were the only motion of note.

      Ryl paused as they reached the northwestern corner of the building. They had entered the facility from the east, traveling up the longer edge to the corner. From their view atop the safehouse, the building appeared to be nearly half as wide as it was long. Still, the shorter side easily measured a distance of thirty meters. The solitary door they had spied was waiting in the middle of the building’s northern edge. If the guard still manned his post near the center, it was still a decent distance to cover without raising an alarm. He readied the speed that flowed in his veins as he risked a glance around the corner. The alexen begged for release.

      The sight that met his eyes eased the tension that had mounted as they reached the blind corner. Left on watch, the sole guard lounged against the wall, squatting in a seated position, resting his weight on his heels. He had a small blade in his hand, yet he picked idly at an object in the stone, focused on the ground, oblivious to the happenings that surrounded him.

      The careless nature of the guard, the desolate building that could likely house hundreds spoke now more to its desertion than a carefully laid trap.

      Ryl focused his attention on the grasses near the outer wall, concentrating on the illusion. A soundless rabbit hopped from the edge of the trees that bordered the northern barrier. It hopped across the cobblestone at an angle leading toward the western corner. Alerted by the motion, the guard froze in place, raising his eyes to view the curious creature. The momentary distraction was all Ryl needed as he dipped into the speed that awaited his command.

      The guard slowly rose to his feet, his attention focused on the hare. As he reached standing, Ryl released hold of the illusion. The creature vanished; the fragile outline of its frame seemed to swirl away like dust blown by the gusting winds. The guard rocked back on his feet at the mysterious creature’s disappearance; his eyes were wide as he searched for the hare.

      His vision had only long enough to catch a fleeting glimpse of Ryl’s approach. His body lacked the time to command the muscles of his arms to react, yet ample time for his eyes to realize his peril. The man’s face blanched in shock as he opened his mouth to scream.

      The sound choked in his throat as Ryl’s hand closed around his neck. He tightened the woodskin on his arm, locking his elbow as he pinned the man to the wall. The guard’s feet kicked as he was suspended a hand’s width off the ground to the side of the door. Time snapped back to normal as he let his grasp of the speed fade. The muffled footsteps on the ground at his rear signaled the arrival of his companions.

      “What shall we do with this one?” Cavlin hissed. The eyes of the guard went wide as he catalogued the motley crew who had silently stormed his position without warning.

      Before Ryl could respond, the door to the facility burst open. His left hand fell behind his back, his fingers squeezing their grip on the Leaves secured in their holster. The outswing of the door came toward them, for an instant blocking their view of the exit. A solitary guard stumbled out from the facility, oblivious to their presence, a rag held over his mouth and nose. He staggered for a few steps before falling to a knee, retching on the stone of the courtyard.

      Ryl wrinkled his nose as the waft of air from the interior carried a hint of the scents from within. The odor churned his stomach; he struggled against the momentary urge to gag. It was a smell he was unfortunately all too familiar with.

      It was the foul stench of death.

      A mild chuckle arose from just inside the door as a second man strode out from within. He wiped his hands on his uniform trousers, though he seemed disturbingly unfazed by the odor. With his view still partially concealed by the door, his attention was focused on his companion, who splashed a constant stream of bile and vomit across the stone.

      “Their wretched lot always stinks. Never this bad though. You need to toughen up if you ever aim to earn the Blessing. Lord Kagran suffers no weakness,” he chaffed at his companion.

      Ryl felt his blood run cold at the revelation. The burned heat of pure rage quickly swelled in its wake.

      “We’ve yet to find what we were sent to collect.” The guard kicked at the stones, sending a small spatter of dirt against his companion’s back. “His threats were less than veiled. Returning without his prize would be a death sentence. Looks like it’s your turn now.”

      The soldier’s voice trailed off abruptly as he turned to his other companion.

      In slow motion, Ryl watched the shock of the scene before him play out across his features. One companion spilled the contents of his stomach on the stones behind him. The other was suspended off the ground by his neck by a solitary figure cloaked in deep, charcoal grey. The malice exuding from the party behind was terrifying. The guard’s eyes went wide, overflowing with fear as his mouth fell open. His hands squeezed into involuntary fists as his body struggled between the urges to fight or flee.

      Without a word of warning or alarm, he turned and sprinted toward the northern wall of the facility. His frantic path toward escape intersected with his ill companion, sending the hobbled man sprawling to the stone. The runner’s flight was determined; though he staggered for a few paces, his pace increased. He cast a panicked glance over his shoulder as Cavlin and Andr shifted, striding forward to give chase.

      His mouth opened to scream, yet the sound that broke the silence came from outside. The high-pitched whistle was brief. His next step had nearly reached the ground when his body jerked awkwardly to the side. As his body spun, a second arrow punched through his torso. With a spray of blood, his body twisted before crashing to the stone. His lifeless body slid before crumpling to a heap on the stone.

      Paelec, bow in hand, rounded the corner of the building. Paasek and the Vigil appeared a few steps behind him.

      Ryl wrenched one of the Leaves free with his left hand. The blade sparked to life; the heat of the green fire rippled the air around its serrated edges. A few paces away, the guard on the ground had rolled to his back. His feet squealed as they slipped on the stones, slickened from his own vomit. The lethal intent of the burning blade pointed squarely at his chest stalled his attempts at flight.

      “Now tell me what it is that you came here to find,” Ryl growled.
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      The guard froze in place. His slipping feet planted to the ground as the full force of the attention centered on him. Cavlin and Andr redirected their course, dragging the man, paralyzed by fear, from the growing pile of his own bodily fluids. His body was unceremoniously deposited against the wall to the opposite side of the doorway. To his right, the choking sounds from the soldier suspended from the wall weakened to a few staggered rasping gaps. Ryl released the woodskin that had solidified over his arm, removing his hand from the helpless guard’s throat. His body crumpled to the ground as he gasped for air.

      Andr wasted no time securing the guard with a length of rope from his pack. The man’s wide eyes had yet to shrink as he viewed the proceedings with a look of mesmerized horror. Ryl crossed to their side, casting a quick glance into the open door of the facility as he passed. There was little to see in the initial view. A pair of lanterns burned atop a wooden table just inside the door, illuminating a scene that was eerily familiar. The makeup of the entryway, while substantially larger, was reminiscent of the facility in the shadow of the Martrion ruins.

      The odor of death that escaped the door was potent. Ryl’s anger swelled into a white-hot rage.

      “It’s you,” he gasped as Ryl kneeled down, bringing him eye level with their captive. “The stories were true. The swords.”

      Ryl’s eyes burned with emotions, swirling with the blaze of an inferno. His patience had run thin. His mercy had all but expired. The woodskin formed a thick bark over his right hand as he squeezed it into a fist. His fingers felt as if they melded together as he lashed out at the guard. The reverberations rippled up his arm with a lance of pain as he connected with the wall a finger’s width to the side of the guard’s head. The thick wooden panel split, raining splinters, as the force of his strike was too great for the timber to withstand.

      “What is it you were to find?” Ryl hissed. He could feel he alexen within his veins struggling to keep the blackened whispers at bay. The animosity, the murderous intent that currently surged through his body was counterproductive.

      It was his doing.

      “A vial. The Blessing of the King. One dose went missing when the supply was moved.” He stumbled through the words. His eyes were squinted, his head still turned to the side, angled away from the fist that could have easily crushed his skull.

      “And where did they move the tributes?” The final word tasted vile as it escaped his lips.

      With difficulty, the guard’s eyes sought to meet his withering glare. He opened and closed his mouth several times, choosing his words wisely.

      “None were moved.” The guard struggled through the words as the devastating importance of his statement dawned on him. “All are inside.”

      For an instant, Ryl felt the surge of hope course through his body. He scanned the area with his mindsight, scouring the vision for details.

      His hopes were dashed as the mounting fear again took hold.

      “Are there more guards inside?” Ryl’s icy voice was hollow.

      The guard shuddered as the chill ran through his body. The gooseflesh rose, spreading up his arms. He couldn’t find the words; he merely shook his head in response.

      “Watch them,” Ryl growled to his companions. “If they move, kill them.”

      The guard cringed as Ryl rose to his feet, stalking through the open door to the facility. The quality of the air in the entryway was poor. It was thick with the potent, horrid scents of death mixed with refuse and bodily fluids. Under it all, the unmistakable odor of the nexela was undeniable. His nose wrinkled at the overpowering rancid complement of noxious odors. The churning of his stomach was barely noted as the unfiltered, raw anger overpowered his senses.

      The room he entered was set up much like the facility outside Martrion, though stretched to a much greater scale. Large tables lined with chairs dominated the chamber. Even in the low light, the details of a small lounge of sorts was set against the wall far to his right. Ryl grabbed one of the lanterns from the table, swinging the light to shine on the opposite side of the entry. The glow of the lantern cut through the gloom of the thickened air, illuminating the open door. Inside the narrow room beyond, he could clearly see the cook surface of the kitchen and pantry he expected to lay beyond.

      A choking cough from the doorway behind him distracted his survey of the initial chamber. Andr had entered the room; the mercenary held a hand over his nose, attempting to dampen the smell. The others bottlenecked at the doorway behind him; their faces were locked in similar expressions of disgust.

      “Bring me Vox,” Ryl ordered. “Pull the guards at the outer gate to the corners of the building closest to the door.” Near the back of the pack, Millis nodded quickly before sprinting from view.

      Ryl returned his attention to the room at hand. He held the lantern out in front of his body, stretching the range of the limited light. Their arrival at the previous facility had been unannounced, catching the guards unprepared. Food was still steaming and drinks had been scattered across the tables as they had abandoned the meal with urgency at the sounds of alarm from outside. The facility here, though abandoned, had been left in relatively neat order. Chairs were situated neatly under the tables, though all were pushed to the side, forming an alley leading to the door at the rear wall.

      Ryl recalled the force it had taken to remove the thick metal reinforced slab from its hinges. He doubted that the entrance here would be any less sturdy. The reinforced door was cracked open; a ring of keys swung noiselessly from the lock, though no measure of wood or steel would have prevented him from entering the inner chamber. The anger within burned white hot.

      He scanned the area before him, though he was unconvinced he’d find anything different. The vision that dawned before him was as bleak as he had anticipated. He recognized the glowing signature of Vox entering the facility.

      “I’ll need your light.” Ryl repressed the momentary regret at the force of the words. The rage inside his body quickly dwarfed the emotion. Vox, if he noted, gave no indication that the terse command caused any insult.

      Ryl stormed forward with Vox in tow. A ball of flame was swelling rapidly in the phrenic elementalist’s hand; the brilliant while light easily overpowered the feeble glow of the lantern. Ryl’s progress remained steady as he barreled into the door. The massive panel surged inward, slamming into the wall behind it with a thunder that echoed through the hollow chamber.

      The gust of thick, revolting air poured out of the chamber, crashing over him like a wave. Ryl could feel the density as it rushed past. The scents, given time to ferment as they were confined inside the facility, choked out the breathable oxygen. The vile aroma was potent; he clamped his mouth shut for fear of ingesting the taste.

      It had been little more than a moon since he’d smelled anything close to its like. They’d had no way of properly burying the mangled remains left behind by the devastation of Cadsae Proper. The sun had turned the remains rancid. Fire had been their only means of remedying the situation.

      The odor of death here had nearly solidified the air. A gagging sound accompanied one of his companions at his rear. He judged them not. Likely others would join suit before the inspection of the facility was complete. The anger burning through his veins distracted his senses. Though he felt the revulsion with every fiber of his being, anger overwhelmed all other sensations.

      He let the wind swell around his tattooed right arm as he stormed into the darkened chamber. The breeze expanded outward from his body, meter by meter, cutting a trough through the stench that choked the air. The turbulence inside the radius of the wind that whipped around him provided a noticeable measure of relief, though the stench was still thick. His heartbeat raced as the light swelling from Vox’s flame illuminated the scene within.

      The interior of the chamber was massive, easily three times as large as the facility at Martrion. The exterior facade of the complex consisted mainly of large slats of wood, bleached to ashy gray. A thick wall of stones, bolstered by hefty wooden supports, protected the devious interior.

      The scale of the operation in Leremont dwarfed that of their previous facility. Ryl’s anger, already swelling to an untenable level, grew unbearable. Along the wall to the left, angled slabs were arranged in a line, vanishing into the darkness beyond the illumination of Vox’s light. A second row lined the middle of the chamber. The slabs leaned against each other, forming a sickening pyramid.

      Most slabs were still occupied.

      Ryl needed no mindsight to confirm that they were all deceased. The conditions of their bodies and the profound odor were telling enough.

      At Martrion, the refuse of the prisoners had been contained to the trough cut into the floor that lined the edge of the room. Though the vile channels were in use here, the floor was filthy, covered with the rotting, sticky remains of what had once been pools of blood.

      Ryl moved hesitantly toward the closest lifeless body suspended from the wooden gurney. The man’s head was slumped forward, his chin resting against his chest. His haggard, decomposing skin, though splattered with filth, was pale white, pulled tight over his bones. The brand on his neck stood out, a dark red blister against the alabaster flesh.

      H1339.

      The man had languished in a state of perpetual torment for over a decade. The tragedy of his existence lingered long before his confinement in The Stocks. His name was unknown; his life defined by the number burned into his neck. Death was likely a glorious release, an end to the torture that had consumed most of his life.

      Ryl moved slowly down the aisle, his stomach churning as he viewed the remains of the tributes. Long absent were any signs of life. Like the facility at Martrion, along the side of each of the tributes was a small table. At the previous facility, a needle and tube had been inserted into their arm to collect the slow, steady trickle of their blood. Here, the implements had been removed; their remains were strewn across the room with little care. Where the needles had been, large slits were gouged into their arms, allowing the blood to flow freely.

      The effects were dramatic.

      The mess was excessive. What had caused the change in the process? Ryl’s stomach churned at the thought that sprang unbidden into his mind. The disaster of the room, the condition of the tributes spoke to haste, a rush in the process honed to a revolting precision over a millennium. Had this been a response to their destruction of the facility hidden in the shadows of the Martrion ruins?

      The wave of self-remorse that crashed over him was crippling. His progression through the room ground to an abrupt halt as he scanned the lines of slabs that stretched into the gloom of the chamber. Had his actions sealed the fate of those who languished here? The chill that rushed through his body tempered the fires of anger that had churned uncontrollably through his veins.

      Ryl slumped forward; his hands fell to his knees. His breaths came in ragged gasps. The overpowering odor his anger had kept at bay choked him. He struggled to contain the contents of his stomach. The darkness inside clawed further into possession of his body. The battle between the dreaded whispers and the alexen all too quickly became one sided.

      The pressure of a single hand rested gently on his back. Ryl turned his head to find Andr standing at his side.

      “None of this was your doing, Ryl.” Andr’s intuition was correct with his assumption of the weight of the darkness that crushed him from within. The doubt, the fear, the guilt sought to snuff out the flames of hope. Within moments, the raging inferno of anger that boiled his blood was extinguished, smothered by the icy chill of remorse and despair.

      “You need not bear the weight of blame, for it belongs on the shoulders of others,” the mercenary continued, though his words were choppy, broken between the small breaths as he too struggled in the putrid air. “This is a product of Lunek the Third, of Leiroth, of Lord Kagran and all who have accepted their greed regardless of the costs. It is they who deserve the blame. Not you.”

      Ryl remained hunched over for a moment as the words ricocheted through his mind.

      “They never had a chance,” he whispered as he rose slowly to an upright position. The eyes that met with Andr’s were haunted, lost.

      “Their lives will be mourned, as will the others who’ve fallen prey to the kingdom,” Andr commiserated. “Yet those who remain undiscovered, those whose Harvests are yet to come will now stand a chance as a result of your actions.”

      Their gaze held for a few moments. The normally calculating eyes of the mercenary were hardened by determination, saturated by emotion. They darted between him and a point behind them near the entrance of the facility. Ryl needed no visual or phrenic confirmation to understand the object of his focus.

      Cray stood just inside the doorway.

      Ryl nodded as he turned his attention from the mercenary’s penetrating stare. The logic was clear. He cared not for the notoriety for his deeds. If a personal prize was ever to be his for the asking, anonymity would be his request. The freedom of the unawakened, of future generations from the horrors on display throughout the festering remains of the facility was the true measure of success.

      His eyes traveled from the mercenary to the rows of slabs that held the naked remains of the tributes. There was little more he could do for them; he’d failed to reach them in time. The breath caught in his throat as his eyes paused on the brand of the unfortunate soul a few a few meters away. He rocked back on his feet, as the numbers burned into the man’s neck were all too familiar.

      H1350.

      Ryl had been harvested a cycle early. He’d shared the fate with two others, a shockingly low number for the annual festivities. There was but one other male to be pulled that cycle.

      “Laj,” he gasped. His heart thundered in his chest; a pit formed in his stomach.

      With a single stride he reached the side of the tribute he’d called a friend. Laj’s eyes were half open; the lifeless orbs, sunken and shriveled, stared into nothingness. Ryl frantically scanned the area with his mindsight, pleading to find any trace of alexen. He placed his hand on the neck of his friend.

      No traces of a heartbeat registered. No hint of alexen shined through the sterile image. A single pinpoint, nothing more than a fleeting wisp of black, registered in his vision. He’d scanned the facility before, yet the fragment had been overlooked, likely a product of its size and potency.

      “I’m sorry, my friend.” Ryl choked back the emotion as he stepped back from the body. Though the alexen and his anger raged through him, he felt dead inside. He knew not what lay ahead for the tributes they’d saved from the facility at Martrion or what would remain of the Lei Guard after the Erlyn released them from her grasp, yet they would have a chance.

      A chance at life.

      A chance for a future.

      “I know what it is they sought.” Ryl’s voice was cold, devoid of emotion. “Bring the light. Follow me.”

      Ryl moved down the aisle, his attention focused ahead, tracking the minute hint of blackness that scarred the empty vision of his mindsight. The sticky footsteps of his companions followed in his wake, echoing through the expanse of the crypt. At the far end of the row, another stone wall materialized from the gloom, denoting the end of the facility. The alley between the elevated bodies turned to the right, though the wall was free from the slabs. Ryl crossed over a small section of wood, an elevated platform over the trough that had been cut through the floor. The distant, staccato, hollow echo of dripping liquid sounded from the drain cut into the base of the wall.

      He had lost count of the number of deceased tributes he passed. The majority of the slabs were occupied; the ones that weren’t were still stained, a vicious reminder of the lives that had lingered in perpetual torture on their surfaces. The wall of the facility ahead was devoid of slabs; long tables lined the perimeter, though they were separated by several doorways. The facility at Martrion had shared a similar design, the doorways along the wall granting access to the private chambers of the menders and the quarters for the Lei Guard. Save for a few items—bloodied needles and tubes, a broken glass container, and balled-up scraps of parchment—the tables were empty. The doorways all stood open, though little could be discerned of their interior.

      Ryl had little care for their contents. The object of his attention was located through the last door in the row. Like the others, the doorway stood ajar; the light from Vox’s flame illuminated a staircase leading straight down into the earth. He stopped as he reached the threshold of the door, turning to face his companions. With the exception of Ramm, Millis, Paelec and Nielix, the remainder of his companions had followed him into the facility. Without exception each of their faces had blanched; their skin was pale from the shock. Tears streamed down the faces of the three unawakened. They had likely noted the body of Laj. He had been a friend to all. Though most of their faces were hidden, the brands on the necks of the deceased were a powerful image to those who lived with the similar mark. Each cycle contained losses, some closer than others, though painful nonetheless.

      “Collect anything that will burn,” Ryl growled. “There’s nothing more we can do for them. I’ll not leave them here to rot. Let this facility be their funeral pyre.”

      The anger that surged through his body burned white hot. It boiled the blood in his veins as the alexen matched his fury, yet he felt disturbingly detached. The wound cut by the devastating reality that they encountered in the facility had severed his ties with the sorrow. The misery was so complete, so overbearing that he lost all sense of it. He felt numb.

      Ryl allowed no questions as he descended into the shadows of the stairwell. Vox followed a few steps behind while the others moved to complete the grim task that lay ahead. Several meters down, the staircase ended in a narrow landing. It doubled back on itself, leading further underground, below the floor of the facility above. The odor here grew more potent as the heavier scents settled in the lower reaches of the complex. It stifled the fresh air, hanging over the room with a thickness that was visible.

      It wasn’t long before the staircase ended in a narrow hallway leading further under the facility. The floor and ceiling were constructed of stone; his footsteps echoed as they bounced off the walls. Several meters ahead, a doorway opened into a new chamber lined with shelving. Ryl paused as he entered the subterranean storeroom. Compared to the expansive facility above, the room was small, yet it stretched nearly ten meters across. The walls were lined with wooden shelving that stretched from the floor to the ceiling. A few rows were evenly spaced across the middle of the room. He let his vision crawl across the chamber. Though he knew what had once inhabited these shelves, they were all barren.

      Ryl closed his eyes, letting his mindsight paint the picture that he needed to see. On the floor above, the signatures of the phrenics and the unawakened moved steadily to complete their remorseful task. The room before was devoid of any glow, yet the pinpoint of darkness remained to his right. He opened his eyes, scanning the area of his desire.

      Along the far right wall, a set of shelves had collapsed. Their wreckage was strewn about the floor, as the guards who had been sent to look for the missing vial had likely torn through the pile in search of their prize. They had been close, yet their eyes had failed to see what Ryl’s phrenic mindsight could illuminate. With the light of Vox’s steady flame, he sifted carefully into the wreckage. The slight tingling sensation growing in the crook of his left arm signaled that his efforts would soon produce.

      Ryl carefully lifted the final section of the ruined shelving. Aside from the splinters of wood and dust collected throughout the ages, the floor was bare. He could feel the frustration within his body grow, as the vision in his mindsight was consistent. He examined the broken section of the shelf that he had propped up against the pile of rubble. The piece was once a portion of the lower shelf; a small angled support reached up from the leg that had bent and splintered. A glint of light reflecting off glass caught his eye.

      There, concealed among the twisted, fractured wood, a small glass vial was secreted away.

      Impulsively, Ryl reached for the object with his left hand. The tingling in his arm swelled as his fingers approached. At the last moment he stopped; his hand hovered a finger’s width away from the vial. The subtle glow of his skin had gone unnoticed under Vox’s overpowering light. He retracted his hand, reaching instead with his right.

      The equalizing power that flowed from his left arm throbbed in anticipation. He felt a wave of regret as he collected the narrow vial with his right hand. The thick, viscous fluid inside reacted with an uncanny intelligence. Though there was nowhere for it to flee, it flattened itself against the interior of the vial. Ryl held the glass aloft, letting Vox’s light illuminate the object.

      “You’ve found what they were looking for,” Vox commented softly. There was a cautious curiosity to his voice. “What do you mean to do with it?”

      Ryl paused for a moment as he observed the black, writhing liquid sloshing inside the vial. He had been so blinded by the anger, so determined, so focused on the search for the missing elixir, that he’d not given much thought to what he’d do if he found it. Everything about the small glass cylinder was repulsive. It represented the most vile sentiments of the population. Sentiments where the sacrifice of children was commonplace. They were worshiped for the unknowing power that the select few contained. In his hands he held a fragment of the life of a tribute.

      Of a friend.

      The moisture welled in his eyes as the face of Elias flashed into his mind. The crooked smile and the wink, even in the darkest of moments when all hope seemed lost, brought a smile to his face. Moments, fragments of images from his life, from the lives lived by the countless phrenics who passed before him flashed into his mind.

      His emotions threatened to tear him apart. Ryl knew all the names, recognized the faces as if they had departed only moments earlier. He relived the joy, the devastation, the ecstasy of thousands of lifetimes before him. Tears streamed down his face as the losses became insurmountable. He saw Laj. He saw Elias. The last image lingered as the visions faded.

      Kaep’s form was silhouetted against the backdrop of the hidden city of Vim. The last rays of sunlight burned over the edge of the walls that disguised their home. Her hair, blown by the wind, burned auburn in the light.

      Ryl blinked; his vision blurred through his moisture-filled eyes. His sight resolved on the vial still clenched between his fingers. In his hands he held the most coveted resource in the entirety of the kingdom. Those who pulled the strings, who had led the kingdom into the collision of morality, of fate that now loomed directly ahead desired this more than anything.

      What he held in his hand was power.

      Though his cheeks were still streaked with the salty stain of the tears that had poured unabated, he forced a smile. It was morbid and devious.

      “It’s leverage, my friend,” he whispered. “It’s a means to an end.”
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      The grim work in the facility above was underway when Ryl and Vox rejoined the others. Unlike the facility at Martrion, they had found nothing of use save for kindling among the rooms that bordered the sprawling chamber. A considerable pile was already growing near the center aisle of the facility.

      The process took hours to complete; the sun had long abandoned the sky as they moved the last of the deceased into position. The gruesome process of carefully moving the wooden slabs was heartbreaking. Tears had stained the faces of all, washing salty lines of clean skin through the grime as the last of the tributes were laid across the pyre that was to burn their bodies to ash.

      Ryl wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his arm. Time was scarce; they had worked quickly to prepare the remains. There would be little rest this night; the morning would bring events that would shake the foundations of the kingdom to the bedrock.

      At least that was his hope.

      That they were walking into a trap, he was sure. Even so, it was the collision course he had set into motion. For meaningful change to occur, it was now unavoidable.

      Ryl closed the door to the facility as he exited. The wide entrance room had been stripped of all furniture; even the wood paneling that covered the stone walls had been removed. Anything that would burn had been relocated. The only object saved from the pyre was the door leading to the courtyard and city beyond. He glanced downward, carefully scanning the sheet of parchment he clutched delicately in his hand.

      The words blurred slightly as the moisture formed over his eyes. The single sheet of paper contained two columns, chronicling the known identities of the tributes who perished at the hands of the kingdom. Many entries were nothing more than a number, matched with the brand of the house and gender. Even between the combined knowledge of Ryl, Cray, Tash and Palon, few names were known. He choked back the tears that threatened to stream from his eyes as his gaze settled on two names he knew far better than most.

      Laj.

      Narisi.

      They had been friends in The Stocks. The trio had been bound by the tragic fate of their Harvest cycle. The body of Narisi had been identified shortly after Ryl returned from the subterranean storeroom. She had been spirited, commanding an attitude and strength that dwarfed others that shared her plight. Ryl recalled with vivid detail the instant her spirit, her will had been broken. Her limp defeated body had been dragged through the Pining Gates, cast into the greedy arms of the lord who claimed ownership over her body and blood.

      He had failed her.

      He had failed them all.

      The general numbness that coated his body faded as the heat of anger surged through his veins. The rage that grew seemed to spread outward from his core, leaving no fiber unaffected as it blanketed his body in searing heat. His left hand clenched into a fist, squeezing until his hand was white.

      The gentle touch of a hand on his shoulder distracted him from the animosity that swelled inside. Ryl’s gaze snapped upward, focusing on the figure standing before him. Andr smiled as their eyes met, though the emotion written across his face failed to match the sentiment of the greeting.

      “Walk with me, Ryl,” Andr offered as he moved toward the outer door of the facility.

      Outside the confines of the facility, the city was blanketed in the darkness of the night. He was met immediately by a stiff breeze that blew from the south. Though it bore the heavy scent of brine, the aroma was cleansing. The fresh outside air and the mild chill of the temperature was revitalizing, though it only accentuated the waves of heat that churned through his veins. He noted the dim outlines of his companions, one at each corner, as they maintained guard over the facility.

      Andr moved across the courtyard, leading them toward the trees that bordered the edge of the complex. He stopped as he reached the overgrown bed of grass that surrounded their trunks. His head tilted back slightly as he cataloged his surroundings. There was little to see of the city save for the diffused glow of the torches and lanterns that lit the streets and residences throughout. To the east, the lights of the raised capital complex were visible, vaulting above the concentric circles of Leremont like a mountain. Overhead the night sky was cloudless, dotted with a sea of numberless stars.

      “I’ve seen that look in your eyes, Ryl.” Andr broke the silence. His words were colored by a surprising hint of fatherly concern. “It’s often been measured by a personal cost that’s nearly taken your life. Storming the palace before they are assembled for the Deliverance on the morrow will not accomplish what you intend.”

      Ryl heard the words, yet failed to grasp the meaning. His mind rushed through the bevy of scenarios that were at his disposal. All ended with the palatial grounds covered in a wash of gore. Crimson ran down the streets in rivers of blood. The darkness, the murderous whispers from within demanded bloodshed. The voices surged in ecstasy at the reality that was within grasp.

      The anger that burned white hot in his veins.

      The complexity of the murderous rage was foreign.

      Ryl focused on his breathing, concentrating on the deep steadying rhythm. With every exhale, his mind settled; the cloud of sheer anger, hatred, devastation that had numbed his senses, clouded his vision, lessened. After a few moments, he turned his head to his friend. The concern that had flavored his voice matched the look that was written across his face.

      “Though I’d willingly sacrifice my life so that the tributes could live free, that never again would a child have to experience the torture that so many have endured, I’ve no intention of dying,” Ryl whispered. “Something has changed inside me, Andr. The darkness that’s corrupted the Lei Guard lives inside me now. There is nothing more I wish than to end the processes perpetuated by the Ascertaining Decree. Lord Kagran deserves death for what he’s done here. The visions that have controlled my mind, my emotions are not justice. They’re slaughter.”

      Ryl looked down at his left arm. The throbbing that had risen in proximity to the small vial had remained constant, yet he’d ignored the clawing sensation, as the grim work had consumed his being. The sun that burned over his elbow was almost entirely black. The scars and pocks that marred its surface had multiplied over the hours. The black streaks stretched beyond his wrists, oozing like streaks of blood onto the back of his hand. He could feel the strength of the alexen in his veins, yet throughout his left arm the absence was noticeable, as if they’d been forced out by the darkness that fought for control.

      His distraction, the complete overpowering numbness caused by the devastation, had nearly cost him. The darkness was taking hold. He’d broken the first tenant, the most important lesson that they had worked to install in the unawakened. It was a lesson that should have been hard learned at this point, taught at the risk of his own health. Uncontrolled emotions led to devastating effects. The rage was blinding. The darkness had capitalized on the momentary weakness, clawing its way toward his riddled mind.

      He knew the strength that flowed through his veins. Without full faculty, there would be no stopping the events that they had set in motion. Yet what would be the cost?

      To his friends?

      To him?

      To the hope of those who remained concealed in the depths of the Erlyn?

      How many countless lives, the children and families of future generations, were at stake?

      Ryl squeezed his eyes shut, focusing on the competing energies that battled within. The light and heat of the alexen struggled against the taint that he unintentionally welcomed inside. His distraction had tipped the scales in favor of the blight. In the wake of the restored calm that flowed through him, he could feel the tides shifting. The tingle of sensation coated every corner of his body. He hadn’t realized how truly numb he had become.

      He could feel the alexen now as they powered through his body; they pleaded with him for calm, for patience as they struggled against the shadows that lurked within. He rubbed his left hand over his opposite arm. At first, the touch of his rough skin felt foreign, unnatural. His fingertips brushed over the tattoo of the delicate handprint interwoven between the vines and leaves.

      A melodic voice sang above the rest. Though the words were unintelligible, the comfort the muffled notes carried was a salve to his embattled senses. The clarity of the moment, the tasks that were at hand, the path that needed to be followed became startlingly clear. For a moment, Ryl let the regret linger, though he banished the feeling long before it took root. The future was yet unknown; one day he’d carve out the time to mourn.

      Today was not the day.

      Fires of determination still raged in his eyes, yet his senses were lucid. The shadows of devastation, of doubt and regret, the fog that had consumed him had cleared. Much like the sun had pierced the remaining clouds of the storm, clearing the moisture from the air. He scanned the skyline of the city, focusing for a moment on the spires of the capital complex that rose in the distance. He could feel the malevolence of the nexela, the darkness of the corrupted Lei Guard. Their numbers moved, like a seething shadow at the extent of his vision, though none had approached. They would be reunited soon enough.

      His vision swept from the palatial estates that dominated the peak of the ridge along the rooftops of the city below. He paused for a moment on the doorway to the facility. His mindsight painted the picture of those within. They would all be tested with the coming light of day. His attention focused on the trio of dimly illuminated signatures that appeared with his mindsight.

      “Are they ready for what’s to come?” Ryl asked without preamble.

      Andr sighed as he folded his arms across his chest.

      “They are more prepared than many of the guards who will stand the line against them,” the mercenary responded. “Though their battle was limited at best, they’ve seen more action than most. You know as well as I that the commotion of the battle can defeat the unprepared as easily as a sword. It’s not the blades I fear.”

      Ryl looked curiously at his companion, the man he’d grown close enough to to consider family.

      “Then what is it?” he quizzed.

      “You know the answer as well as I, Ryl,” he retorted. “It’s the emotion. I stopped counting the times it nearly killed you. I fear for them if we are assaulted by the Lei Guard. They have to know that we’re here.”

      Ryl nodded his head. “I agree with that sentiment, my friend,” he admitted. “Lord Kagran fears spreading their numbers too thin. He will wait for us to come to him. He will spring the trap when he feels there is no escape from its grasp.”

      “How do you intend to get into the Deliverance?” Andr inquired. “You’re not a butcher, Ryl. There is nothing that could prevent you, though I know you don’t intend on carving your way through the army to reach the throne.”

      Ryl smiled as he shook his head. “It pains me to admit that I’ve thought of doing just that,” he answered. “There is no sense in killing the nest and leaving the snake. The power that flows within me has a purpose, and it is not for death alone. The phrenics were in place to guide, not rule. I need the Deliverance to bear witness to what happens in the morning. Balance must be restored. They must see for themselves. As always, our plans have evolved along the way. An opportunity has presented itself that is far too alluring to pass up.”

      Andr squinted his eyes as he tried to comprehend the cryptic message.

      “I need to ask, are you ready for what is to come?” Ryl asked the mercenary.

      “You know I’ll follow you until the end, my friend.” The determination in his voice was unwavering. Ryl regretted the questioning, though the situation ahead presented the concern.

      “Aye, I know,” he acknowledged. “Cray will need your strength, for I cannot leave him out. He needs to see.”

      Andr shook his head in confusion for a moment. The mercenary ran his hand frustratingly through his hair.

      “See what, Ryl?” Andr pleaded. “We don’t have time for riddles.”

      Ryl cracked a pained smile as he met the eyes of his friend. “To see his mother,” Ryl responded.

      An audible gasp preceded the emotion and the words that he knew would soon flow.

      “I don’t see how seeing her will be anything but an unnecessary distraction.”

      Ryl held up a hand, cutting off the mercenary, as his voice was quickly gaining intensity and volume. “Why cut your way through the guards when you can ride in comfort?” Ryl grinned. “Between the private retinue and consorts, they easily match our party’s size. Illusion can be a powerful thing. They’ll look for soldiers; few will bat an eye at the noble lord’s entourage.”

      Andr shook his head, lowering his eyes to the ground as he pondered the idea. Ryl watched as his friend mentally ran the scenarios through the test of his mind.

      “Understand that I cannot deny Cray the opportunity,” Ryl noted, placing his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “These are the moments that haunt the dreams of any who’ve languished inside the confines of The Stocks. The opportunity to meet the origin of a lifetime of anguish is unheard of. He has the chance to do what none has done before. He can look her in the eyes and ask, why? He’ll have an answer, regardless of the truth.”

      Ryl watched the mercenary as his body tensed and relaxed. His hands squeezed in and out of fists.

      “Andr, are you ready?” he inquired.

      It was several moments before Andr raised his gaze from the ground at his feet. He rolled his shoulders, stretching to his full height, and again matched Ryl’s gaze. The wicked grin that tugged up on the corner of his lips would have been answer enough.

      “Thank you, Ryl,” were all the words he could muster.

      “Do you want to tell him? Or should I?” Ryl inquired.

      Andr let out a short laugh. It was pained, pitiful, more a release of exasperated energy than of joy.

      “I’ve missed a lifetime of fatherly duties already.” Andr sighed. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “I’ll send him out and prepare the others,” Ryl added, giving the shoulder of the mercenary a squeeze as he moved back toward the facility. He felt the intensity of the heat that raged inside swell as he approached the door. The truth of what remained inside ate away at him. Though the animosity still reigned heavily on his mind, his thoughts were collected. The wagon would be a boon not worth overlooking.

      The morning would undoubtedly see bloodshed. He shook off the vicious images that had forced their way into his head, avenues running with rivers of crimson, bodies lining the streets. A massacre would do little to advance their cause. If anything, it would turn the population further against their cause. Ryl knew that rifts existed even among those who’d taken up the sword. Not all loathed the tributes with the animosity that he’d witness firsthand in The Stocks. Many followed blindly, as if they knew no better, perpetuating the continuation of a practice that had existed for generations.

      There were few preparations that remained in the facility. Ryl remained inside, allowing Andr a Cray their privacy as they discussed what was to come. The others cast curious glances at the exchange, yet none questioned the motives. There would be time to discuss the developments later.

      The funeral pyre had been set, though he would not be there to witness the flames consuming the bodies of his fellow tributes. Ryl entered the cavernous chamber for the last time, viewing the tortured remains of the unwitting men and women. The moisture that filled his eyes was uncontrollable, though it evaporated quickly by the heat of rage that seethed white hot through his veins.

      His eyes settled on Laj and Narisi, lying side by side atop the wood.

      “Forgive me,” he whispered as he blinked away the tears.

      The bulk of his companions waited in silence as Andr and Cray returned to the room. Fresh tears dampened the younger man’s cheeks; his face shifted between seething rage and uncontrollable fear. Andr nodded to Ryl as he entered a step behind.

      Again, the party would separate as they sought to complete their tasks. Vox, Paasek, Nielix, Dav and Millis were grouped by the door to the chamber. Ryl stopped as he reached the phrenic elementalist, placing his hand on his shoulder. He sent a focused wave of gratitude over his friend. Vox replied with a subtle nod.

      “Do not delay beyond the coming of day,” Ryl ordered. “Light the pyre, then join us on the avenue.”

      With a final glance into the facility, he stalked out into the night.

      “Let’s go,” he hissed to his companions who waited in the shadows. His heart ached as he mourned the losses that remained inside the doomed chamber. The fire burning in his veins scorched his insides as they merged into the night.

      Though the light of the moon and stars provided ample illumination for their movement, heavy shadows were plentiful. Ryl led the group as they moved through the alleys toward their destination. The narrow pathways were deserted, though in places, streaks of light emanated from the gaps in the withering frames of the buildings. Not far in the distance, the glow from the well-lit main avenue colored the darkness of the night sky.

      Ryl paused as they reached the thoroughfare. They’d plotted their intersection with the road, arriving well to the south of their intended destination. Lanterns burned along both sides of the main avenue though arcs of shadows remained between the staggered halos of their light.

      Above all, the inn burned the brightest, a glowing beacon along the sleepy avenue. The structure was taller than most surrounding buildings, stretching four stories high. Lanterns were hung from either side of the entrance; a pair of tall streetlamps flanked the corners of its front facade. The opulent wagon had been turned since its arrival, backed into the gap between the southern side of the inn and the neighboring building.

      A lone sentry stood with his arms folded across his chest, blocking the entrance to the building. To the side of the building, a solitary guard moved about, ostentatiously checking on the horses. A second reclined on a bench along the side of the inn, his legs propped up on a wooden crate.

      The inn had a single balcony that wrapped around the second-floor level. The warm glow of the lights inside provided the backlight, giving away the position of the roving guards that patrolled its length. They stuck to the shadows of the southern side of the inn where the balcony jutted out over the alley with the wagon.

      Though the hour was late, the city was far from asleep. The atmosphere was expectantly jovial, yet there was a clear air of tension to the city. The changes that had swept over the kingdom had been dramatic. King Lunek the Third, the seemingly eternal ruler of Damaris, had perished. Word of his death leading an army of the Horde had only just reached the capital before the vacuum of power was filled by the strength of arms. Kagran had seized the city without open bloodshed, though in the shadows a few of his more vocal dissidents had perished.

      The gates had never been closed for the Deliverance. The influx of citizens, merchants and nobles was a rapid, though short-lived boon to the economy. Though revelry still occurred, it was far less lively and far more sparce in numbers.

      There were several small groups in the street, moving with varying degrees of soberness. Ryl watched as one such pair reached the doorway to the inn. Though he could hear none of the words, the meaning rang loud and clear through the night. After a few words were exchanged, the guard stationed at the door turned on the pair, hammering the first in his chest with his palms. The man toppled back, carrying his companion with him. The guard was upon them before they were able to stagger to their feet.

      The point of a sword leveled against the throat of one conveyed the message that their presence was not wanted. Without a word, they scrambled to their feet, scurrying into the night. They disappeared into the first darkened alley not far to the north.

      The wind moaned in a diffused whistle as it blew between the buildings lining the avenue. Ryl motioned to Andr; the mercenary stalked silently to his side.

      “It looks like our presence will not be a welcome addition,” Ryl growled. “How many guards accompanied Lord Kyoris’s harem?”

      “Eight,” Andr answered without delay. “Two rode on either side of the wagon with a pair at the rear. Though the drivers wore plain clothes, they were far too comfortable with the swords at their hips.”

      Ryl nodded as he studied the exterior of the inn.

      “Five outside. Three within,” Ryl noted.

      “There is easy access to the balcony from the alley that runs behind the building,” Cavlin interjected as he sidled up beside the pair. “Their attention is focused on the road. I’ve seen your speed, Paelec. Can you handle the two on the balcony?”

      The white of the phrenic’s teeth as his mouth curled into a grin was all that could be seen of his face through the shadows.

      “Do we leave them alive?” His voice was even, emotionless as he posed the question.

      “There will be plenty of opportunities for bloodshed soon enough,” Ryl noted. “As long as they are silenced before they can raise the alarm, I care not. Do what you must. Surprise would be beneficial.”

      Paelec nodded his approval.

      “Ramm, Palon and I will handle the two at the carriage,” Cavlin reported. “I suppose it won’t be too much trouble for the rest of you to handle the sentry at the door?”

      Ryl rolled his eyes, letting out a sigh at the comment. He surveyed the lazy patrol of the guards along the balcony. The second guard along the side of the wagon leaned heavily against the corner of the wall, his partner likely asleep with his feet elevated. Without a hint of overzealousness, he was convinced he could handle the group on his own if needed, yet it was a relief being in the company of trusted companions.

      He would arrive with Andr, Lenu, Cray and Tash in tow.

      The solitary guard stood no chance.

      “Signal once when you are in position,” Ryl requested. “Once we reach the corner of the inn, we’ll respond in turn. Dispatch them quickly and quietly. I think Ramm will make a more solid sentry than the one they currently have in place. Their guards patrol the southern edge of the building exclusively; it’s likely their masters are behind those windows.”

      There were few words of encouragement as they split again into groups.

      “See you inside,” Ryl whispered as they disappeared into the gloom of the alley behind them. Cavlin led his party further to the south, choosing a shadowed crossing further from the eyes that patrolled the inn. The massive frame of Ramm was the last to disappear into the gloom of the alley.

      Time stretched on as Ryl waited for his companions to arrive at the predetermined location. Though he noted the glowing signatures of Paelec and Ramm moving steadily through his mindsight, his eyes failed to capture their crossing of the avenue to the south. After the display of aggression by the guard at the front of the inn, his hand remained firmly on the handle of his sword. Ryl could see the light reflecting off the hand’s width of the blade that he’d freed from its sheath. The citizens milling about in the street gave the building and its sentry a wide berth.

      The other patrols, though steady, grew increasingly lax with every passing moment. The pair on the balcony above were frequently locked in conversation, ignoring the happenings on the avenue. Their counterparts by the wagon, hidden by the shadow of the overhang, were no more observant. One slumbered on the bench while the other used the wall to prop his body upright. Even from a distance, Ryl could see his head bob as sleep threatened to take hold.

      An excited feeling of preparation washed over him.

      The signal. The phrenics were in place.

      “Did you feel that?” Ryl whispered to the unawakened still hiding in the shadows behind him.

      “Aye, Ryl,” Tash responded first.

      “Can others feel that as well?” Cray inquired.

      Ryl was pleased by the question. Their instruction had been informed yet diligent since they had left the safety of the Erlyn. That they had grown was undeniable.

      “That is an important question,” Ryl acknowledged. “The emotion was likely focused so that few others would take note, yet any in its path would have experienced the unexpected feeling. They could easily spot our location with their mindsight, so they knew where to target the message. We can discuss more of this later. It’s time.”

      Ryl focused on the illusions as he stalked out from the shadows of the alley. The skin on his arms disappeared beneath a veil of gray cloth. The brands on his, Tash’s and Cray’s necks blurred; the angry red that defined their presence altered, disguising itself with a tone that matched their skin.

      The sensation that accompanied stepping into the light was unnerving. Ryl feared little from the city that surrounded him. The Lei Guard remained in the capital complex, and if soldiers had massed among the district, he was sure that their presence would be too hard to disguise.

      They moved at a relaxed pace, a staggered group looking for another round of revelry before the night came to a close. Ryl’s eyes, his senses were anything but idle, scanning the surrounding buildings for signs of alarm. His mindsight catalogued the positions of the phrenics hidden among the shadows as they traversed the avenue.

      The guard leaning against the wall beside the wagon watched them lazily. The pair on the balcony paid them no mind. Ryl closed his eyes, focusing on the signatures of the phrenics and the unawakened as they passed the corner of the inn. Less than ten meters separated them from the sentry manning the door.

      “Lenu, mind if I take your arm for a moment?”

      The councilor’s face contorted for a moment into an expression of annoyance at his whispered request, though she shrugged it off just as quickly. She wrapped her right arm under his left, locking their elbows together. Ryl focused, issuing the signal, the wave of urgency, toward his companions as he quickened his pace toward the entrance to the inn.

      The unexpecting Vigil captain looked up at him; the smile that graced the stern features of her face failed to register in her eyes. Ryl chuckled to himself.

      “Fear not, this accursed company will only last a few moments,” Ryl whispered in jest.

      She leaned her head against his shoulder in a mock display of affection.

      “Luckily for you there are three of us to carry you out when you overexert yourself.” The barb was mild natured, yet the meaning was sincere.

      He nodded as they tracked ever closer to the door.

      “The night is still young,” Ryl announced over his shoulder. “Who’s up for another drink?”

      The thump of fists against skin was drowned out by the rousing cheer from Andr and Cray following in their wake.

      Before the door to the inn, the guard angled his head to the south, squinting his eyes as he peered toward the wagon and his companions who remained in the shadows of the building. The noise had reached his ears; thankfully, the appearance of Ryl’s party presented a more immediate concern. His hand flexed on the handle of his sword.

      “The inn’s closed,” the guard grumbled. Despite the gilded finery the man wore, there was no denying that he was a killer. He had an air about him that churned Ryl’s stomach. Images of the hunters flashed into his mind. Men who’d willingly butcher families to claim the runaway tributes. “Be gone. You’ll find nothing but the edge of my blade here.”

      Ryl contorted his face into a look of incredulous shock. The look was replaced by a grin as he spoke. “’Tis a shame,” he called over his shoulder. “Drinks were on me too.”

      Ryl slipped his arm from Lenu’s as he spoke. He dipped into the speed that awaited his call before the guard could issue his retort. Time froze as his left fist hammered into the cheek of the sentry. A spray of blood exploded from his mouth and nose as he spun around. As the man’s unconscious body twisted, he latched onto the guard’s tunic in the center of his back, holding his body upright. He let the time snap back to normal; a splatter of blood dotted the door.

      His attack had been unexpected. The sheer speed of his motions were a blur even to the trained eye. Though there were still a few on the street, none would have registered the act with any certainty. From afar, the action had all the appearances of the guard turning to usher them into the inn.

      “It looks like they are open after all,” Ryl grumbled. “Lenu, would you mind getting the door?”
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      A waft of warm air pushed out from the inn as Ryl led through the doorway shielded behind the unconscious guard’s body. The mouthwatering aromas of food mixed with the hint of smoke from the fire that burned in the hearth on the opposite wall. Overall the room was well decorated, arranged in a tidy fashion that spoke to the care of its owners.

      There were but five occupants of the room; none noted their entrance, as they were engaged in a heated conversation.

      “Mind your words, old man.” The voice resonated from the first of the guards who’d accompanied Lord Kyoris’s harem. He hissed at the operator of the inn, who stood red-faced only a meter away. The pair stood at the front of a large, solid wooden bar that dominated the wall to their right.

      “You’re likely to find your life and livelihood are more precious than a few of your wares,” he hissed as he puffed up his chest, taking a menacing step closer to the innkeeper. “Now, my lord’s ladies require food and drink. You will provide it, or I’ll find someone who will.”

      For a moment, the wizened innkeeper held his ground, weathering the glare of the opulently clothed guard.

      “Perhaps your daughter will be better suited to serve them,” he growled, adjusting the buckle of his belt before laying his hand on the pommel of his sword. “Or us, perhaps.”

      The skin on the innkeeper’s face blanched white before flushing rosy as the anger surged through his body. Ryl felt the rage course through every fiber of his being as he registered the charge of the soldier. Across the room, a pair of similarly cloak soldiers struggled to contain a woman who resisted their unwarranted advances.

      The haze of vengeance settled over Ryl’s eyes. His view of the surroundings constricted, leaving only the unwelcome instigators, Lord Kyoris’s men, in focus.

      Ryl pushed the door closed behind him with his heel. The panel closed before the remainder of his party with an audible click that echoed throughout the room.

      The guard instigating the elder innkeeper was the first to notice the presence of the newcomers. His attention swung from the sole proprietor to the figure who had entered through the door. Ryl’s body, supporting the frame of the unconscious guard before him, was hidden behind the limp frame of the man.

      “What are you doing in here?” the soldier growled as he noted his companion’s unexpected appearance. His eyes widened, the look of agitation shifting quickly to curiosity as he noted the blood smeared on his face. The focus of the others remained trained on the writhing female struggling to free herself from their grasps. Ryl’s anger swelled beyond control.

      With a flick of his arm, Ryl tossed the unconscious guard to the side. The moment of disguise provided ample distraction for his entrance. The limp body of the guard struck the wall to his left, crumpling to the floor in a heap.

      All attention in the room now focused on the hooded figure standing before the door. The tail of his cloak rippled, waving out to the side as an unnatural breeze circled around him. Silence descended upon the room.

      There were no words to exchange between the group. The body of the unconscious guard had yet to settle to the wooden floor as Ryl gave in to the speed that flowed through his veins. He struggled to keep the unbridled anger in check as he charged the unprepared soldiers. Though dressed in finery, suited like the nobles they represented, they were nothing but killers.

      They stood no chance.

      The guard confronting the innkeeper was the first to face Ryl’s devastating charge. His eyes had narrowed in anger at the sudden appearance of the stranger. The soldier worked to free his blade from its sheath as Ryl hammered his arm with a focused gust of wind, snapping it backward at an awkward angle. The guard spun on his heels from the force of the unseen assault.

      Ryl darted forward, catching the spinning guard by the back of the cloak as he passed him on his right. He twisted his body, carrying the soldier with him. As he rounded, he released the helpless man. There was no give to the wood of the bar as the soldier impacted the solid frame, though the reverberations toppled a set of glasses.

      Only a few meters away, close to the stairwell that led upward, the pair of guards had momentarily released their captive. Their movements were sluggish as Ryl commanded the speed that flowed within his veins. Free from the assault, the terrified young woman retreated toward the corner of the room. One guard snarled as he faced the intruder; the other had turned his back to the newcomer, making for the stairs at his rear. Whether he sought to flee or protect his charges above was no concern.

      The wind again swelled around Ryl’s arm as he charged the pair. The torrent released in a focused blast into the legs of the man who’d squared his body to face him. His body went airborne as his legs were wrenched out from underneath him. Ryl reached his side with his body still lingering in the air. He hammered his elbow into the back of the guard’s head, compelling his body to the ground with added force. The sudden gasp of the air rushing from the man’s lungs was overpowered by the slapping of his body against the floorboards.

      A few steps away, the remaining guard had almost reached the stairs. His left leg was curled, seeking purchase on the first step, as Ryl caught him from behind. Grabbing a hold of the back of his tunic with his right hand, Ryl pulled the helpless man from the stairwell, dragging him downward. He caught him squarely in the face with his left fist, releasing his hold as a spray of blood, mixed with a few teeth, splattered from his mouth. His head ricocheted off the ground; his body slid into a heap, toppling a table in the corner as he skidded across the floor.

      Time snapped back to normal; the dizzying change rushed by as Ryl released the hold on the speed. The bodies of the four guards were unmoving, crumpled in heaps where they had settled. The innkeeper’s mouth lolled open; his daughter froze in her retreat at the shocking change that had overtaken the room. Neither made a sound. Errant drops of blood pattered to the floor in a staccato rhythm. A glass, unseated by the commotion, rolled along the surface of the bar. There was a moment of silence as it slipped over the edge before shattering on the floor.

      Ryl turned his attention to the woman huddled in fear against the back wall of the room.

      “Are you hurt?” he inquired as he knelt before her, offering his hand.

      His words were sympathetic, yet only induced the woman to shrink further from the menace that had devastated the room in the blink of an eye. They had likely heard the rumors of the mysterious cloaked warriors who had disrupted the Harvest. Stories of the battle before the Pining Gates had likely been exaggerated into wild proportions. The news in the capital would likely have turned Ryl and the phrenics into demons. Vicious enemies intent on nothing but death. Hearing the mythical tales and bearing witness to their power firsthand were two strikingly different situations.

      “Who are you?” Snapped from his shock by the sound of the shattering glass, the innkeeper posed the question.

      “No one who poses a threat to you or your kin.” Ryl added a feeling of calm to his words. The sentiments of the innkeeper and his family were a mystery to him, though they could become problematic in the hours to come.

      The exterior door opened; Andr, Cray and Lenu quickly filed in, locking the heavy wooden door behind them. The innkeeper’s eyes widened with concern at the appearance of the new armed group.

      “I give you my word, none will harm you while we are here.” Ryl turned his head to the stairwell, listening for sounds of alarm from above. Only the muffled sound of laughter and conversation trickled down from the chambers above. At the door, Andr moved quickly to check the state of the guards crumpled in varying degrees of ruin around the room. One writhed in silent, yet apparent agony. The others remained motionless; it was those whom the mercenary checked for signs of life. The innkeeper moved hastily to his daughter’s side, comforting the youth as the mercenary continued his rounds.

      After making a rapid circuit of Lord Kyoris’s guards, Andr’s eyes fell on the disheveled woman now huddled in her father’s arms. Even wrapped in her father’s comforting arms, her torn clothing was apparent. There was no need for an added layer of forced emotion to convey the sensation that poured from his body. He exuded sheer animosity from his core, disgust and rage. He shook his head, ridding himself of the emotion, though his eyes still smoldered as they met with Ryl’s.

      “You’ve shown far more control than I.” His burning gaze fell on Ryl before swinging to the stunned innkeeper and his child. “Sir, could we trouble you for some food and perhaps a few lengths of rope?”

      It was a few moments before the startled man registered the intent of the words that had been spoken. The expression on his face was telling. Though there was a sense of undeniable relief, a lingering doubt clouded his features. Had he traded one evil for the next? One far more disastrous than the first?

      “You will be compensated for your services,” Ryl interjected, stepping toward the pair, his hand held outward in a placating gesture. “I’m truly sorry for any damage we may have caused. For any damage they may have caused. Rest assured they will be evicted shortly.”

      The elder man’s face wrinkled at the statement. His already wizened face contorted into a look of surprise.

      “On whose order do you evict servants of the king?” His voice was tentative, his words apprehensive. Though the hopefulness was telling, his words rang with an undeniable weight of fear. “He will have us executed for the insult.”

      “They are neither the king, nor do they speak for him. I for one am loath to follow the lead of one who would condone the horrors they would have inflicted upon your family.” Ryl’s tone was harsh yet pointed. “For the moment, we’ll remain but anonymous benefactors. Tomorrow, our names will be synonymous with hope, or fear. We will be worshiped or hated, though that will be all a matter of perspective. For tonight, we are but humble patrons, requesting food, rope and a few words with your tenants upstairs.”

      The innkeeper watched Ryl for a long moment. In the absence of a response, Andr, Cray and Lenu went about restraining the unconscious guards, sacrificing their own supplies for the task. After a few moments, the elder shook himself from his surprise.

      “Words cannot thank you for the service.” He stepped forward, holding out his hand to Ryl. “My name is Som, at your service.”

      He bowed a touch as he spoke, though his features darkened as he rose.

      “Though vile as they are, I’ll suffer no murder under my roof.” His tone was scolding, resonating in fatherly tones as if chastising a child for a slight misdeed. The severity of the proposed action was lost under the seemingly trivial tone.

      “Though they likely deserve nothing better, there will be no killing here tonight,” Ryl acquiesced. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I believe your patrons upstairs require attention. We’d be happy to manage them on your behalf. If you’d be kind enough to provide a key, I’d prefer not to damage any more of your property.”

      The innkeeper required little added consideration before collecting his daughter and moving behind the lengthy bar. He ducked under the surface for a moment; the jingling of keys mixed with the crunch of broken glass underfoot. He returned with a single key attached to a narrow piece of wood by a thin leather strap.

      “They’re in the last suite on the second floor. Follow the hallway to the right; it’ll be the only door on your left,” Som stated as he tossed the key to Ryl.

      A creak of the wooden floorboards of the stairs from the floor above captured the attention of the room. Andr and Cray had dragged the incapacitated guards from the view of the stairs, though they left noticeable stains of blood where the pools had settled. Som’s eyes widened in apparent shock, as the memory that inserted itself was jarring.

      “They came with others,” he whispered to Ryl.

      Ryl grinned as he nodded to the innkeeper.

      “Aye. So did we.”
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      Paelec descended cautiously from the level above. Despite the initial warning from the groaning wood, he traversed the remainder of the stairwell without a sound. His head turned subtly in rapid, calculating movements as he surveyed the room.

      Som’s mouth went wide as he viewed the mysterious cloaked warrior descend from the hall above. His eyes rested for a moment on the tattoos that covered his arm, quickly jumping to Ryl’s. Paelec shrugged off the attention of the innkeeper, as the control of the room was not in question.

      “They went quietly,” he added softly as he approached Ryl. He stepped over the pooling blood left by the guard along the front of the bar. “The unawakened handled themselves well. Cavlin now guards the wagon. Ramm holds the door. The others wait outside the window on the second floor to the south.”

      Ryl nodded his approval. He had little doubt that the tributes, though they’d seen little in the way of combat, would account for themselves well. Though unawakened, they still had the experience of ages flowing through their veins.

      “Keep watch over the innkeeper and his kin,” Ryl whispered. “While I doubt they’ll pose a threat, ensure that they do not wander. News of our coming will arrive at the capital soon enough.”

      Across the room, Andr rose from tying the final restraints on the subdued guards. The mercenary wiped the blood from his hands on a clean section of the closest guard’s tunic. He fell in line behind Ryl as they moved to the stairs; Lenu and Cray trailed only a step behind. As quietly as possible, they stalked up the stairs.

      At the top of the first flight, the staircase doubled back on itself, climbing to the third level above. Though the dim light of a lantern still illuminated the corridor above, no sounds emanated from the occupants. The same could not be said about the second floor. Ryl shook his head as they entered the hallway. Their stealthy approach, though justified, was for naught. The noises of high-pitched conversations poured from the chamber, easily exiting through the thin walls of the lodging.

      Ryl cast a glance at the mercenary who followed in his wake. The expression on his face had darkened. There was no doubt that he recognized one of the voices that issued from the room. The hallway split at the head of the stairs. The main corridor ran the length of the building, while a second, shorter path led to a doorway that exited the front of the building. Much of the city outside slept, oblivious to the activity that occurred within.

      The corridor was devoid of furniture; the walls, though neatly painted, lacked any artwork to adorn their facades. Several lanterns, suspended from sconces, were the only decorations to break the monotony of the walls. Halfway down the row a pair of chairs were positioned, one on either side of the single doorway on the left-hand wall. Stations for the guards who were now bound, unconscious, in the main room below.

      Ryl stopped a few meters down the hallway, allowing Andr and Cray to pull alongside. The expression on the face of the mercenary was locked into a chilling expression of determination. He could see the anger that smoldered in his eyes, yet Andr worked to subdue the dark urges that justifiably coursed through every fiber of his being.

      She had taken everything from him.

      On his opposite side, Cray was far more pensive. Though his animosity was obvious, the apprehension was noticeable.

      “This choice is yours, Cray,” Ryl whispered as the unawakened reached his side. “I cannot say what will happen beyond those doors, nor can I predict what the outcome will be.”

      For a moment, their gazes met. Though it was an admission thankfully few could make, Ryl had a true understanding of the depth of emotion contained in Cray’s eyes. He both envied and pitied his friend.

      Of those who’d been abandoned, Cray would likely be the first to be granted the opportunity for a reunion. Ryl envied not the emotions that were sure to surface. The trigger would be too great to contain the flood of pain that lingered after cycles of unresolved mental anguish. The wounds might have scabbed over on the outside, as the memories had been relegated to the darkest sections of their subconscious, yet they still festered nonetheless. The scab would be torn off in an instant. There was no telling what would follow.

      “I expect nothing from her,” Cray whispered. “I need to ask but one question—why?”

      Ryl placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. He let a wave of comfort flow from him, washing over the tribute at his side. He felt the tremor of nervousness ripple through his friend’s body.

      “I’m ready,” he groaned.

      Ryl held out the key, turning to the mercenary at his side.

      “After you,” he said as Andr collected the key. The mercenary collected the key, offering a subtle nod. The rigid scowl on his face darkened.

      Within a few steps they reached the door. Ryl sent a focused wave of warning to the phrenic and unawakened who lingered on the balcony outside. The sounds of revelry emanated from inside as the gaggle of Lord Kyoris’s harem continued unabated. The noise of the key in the lock was muffled beneath the volume from inside.

      The door swung inward without a sound. A waft of heavily perfumed air escaped the room as if seeking freedom from the company within. Aided by the heat from the fire burning in the hearth along the wall, the potency of the aromas was amplified with nauseating potency. Ryl followed Andr; both had entered the room before their presence was noted.

      “You’d do well to make haste. Your orders were given long ago. Where is the wine we requested …” the shrill voice chided though it trailed off, the tone rising in surprise as the realization set in.

      “How dare you enter this room.” The voice continued as one of the ladies surged to her feet, pointing her pale, elongated finger ominously in their direction. The others to varying degrees mirrored her shock and animosity. Her voice hissed with a venom that was toxic. The tone in itself would have tested the resolve of many. Andr stopped a step into the room; Ryl could see the tension in his frame. He understood immediately the identity of the speaker.

      “Lord Kyoris will hear of this trespass,” she growled as she raised her voice. Her eyes narrowed into slits, though the intensity stabbed from them like daggers. “His guards will cut you down for the intrusion.”

      “Neither your guards nor your lord can do anything to assist you, I’m afraid,” Andr hissed, his hand falling ominously to the pommel of his sword. The shock of realization started slowly, yet rapidly overtook her face. Powdered and painted to a dull white sheen, it was blanched of all natural color. The resulting hue was grey and awkwardly accentuated by the pink splotches over her cheeks.

      “You’ve risen in station since last we spoke,” Andr growled. “Seems you’ve found a position of leadership among the lord’s harem, Alera.”

      The name rolled off the lips of the mercenary with a spite that was physical. She rocked back on her feet as if struck by the invisible force.

      “Andr,” she gasped. Fear crept into her face. Her eyes darted across the room, spying for an avenue of escape. Ryl stopped a step off Andr’s shoulder. Cray paused along the mercenary’s opposite side. Lenu stalked past, hugging the edge of the wall as she flanked the ladies. Aside from Alera, the others remained lounging on the couches that were positioned around the fire. The small table stationed between them was covered with the remains of uneaten food and empty bottles of wine.

      The mercenary rolled his shoulders back; his threatening presence seemed to swell. He angled his head, looking at Cray, who stood rigid at his side. Ryl could see the physical manifestations of the struggle that raged in the bodies of his friends. Though he struggled to hide it, Cray’s frame trembled; his attention was rooted on the woman he once knew as his mother. Raw, unfiltered emotion seeped off his body, washing over the floor like a wave of uncertainty, hesitation and animosity. Ryl readied the speed that lingered in his veins.

      Alera’s eyes darted between Andr and Cray as she watched the unspoken conversation between the two men. Initially, her expression alluded to no note of recognition. It wasn’t until her vision settled on the brands scarred into the younger man’s neck that the doubt began to fester.

      “It’s been cycles, though yours is a face I have no doubt has been burned into his mind.” Andr’s voice was low, though the force behind each word was intense. “Tell me, Alera, do you recognize the face of the boy you once called your son.”

      The blow from the words sent the opulently clad woman tumbling backwards. She gasped as she caught herself against the arm of the couch behind her. Her hands shifted to her face, covering her mouth, which had fallen open. The sparkle of the jewel-encrusted rings that were spread across her fingers scattered multicolored lights across the room.

      “Cray?” she pleaded. Her shrill voice had softened, though the attempt at humility was nauseating. “My boy, they told me you were dead.”

      Cray’s body shook as he took a step forward. The outpouring of emotions increased with every pace. The impact of every footstep seemed to shake the foundation of the very building.

      “Why?” His voice faltered as he whispered. “Why did you not fight for me? Why did you give me away?”

      Her eyes swelled even wider at the attention. Ryl watched as the spark of devious cunning flickered as she capitalized on the last strings of hope that had yet to fray.

      She contorted her face into an agonized pout, wiping her hands at tears that were nonexistent. The effect was sickening; Ryl felt his stomach churn at the pathetic attempt at acting contrite.

      “You have to understand, when they came for you, I had no choice,” she pleaded; she stretched her hand out longingly as she stepped closer. Ryl noted Andr’s body tensing, reading a strike that was soon to follow. He placed his hand gently on his friend’s shoulder.

      “It was your father who gave you away.” She cast an acidic glare in Andr’s direction. “He betrayed us. He beckoned the mender, called the soldiers. Lord Kyoris is a nobleman. He purchased your freedom; we were to be reunited soon.”

      The lies poured from her lips as naturally as water moved with the tides.

      “It was you who had me tested,” Cray retorted. His unfiltered torrent of emotions swelled. Ryl could feel the animosity of the uncontrollable alexen as it rampaged through his body. “I was young, but I still recall every moment. I can see through your lies. Andr has risked his life to set me free while you’ve lounged in excess. A whore to the very man who stole my life.”

      “That is not true,” she begged. The high-pitched shrill of her voice became desperate. The haughty arrogance that had defined her station inserted itself as her act crumbled. “It is he who’s lied to you. It is he who abandoned you. I can save you. We can be together again.”

      Ryl’s attention had been focused on Cray and Andr. Though the woman likely deserved it, little would come from her death. Revenge, while justified in the moment, would haunt them for cycles to come. He stood prepared to intervene should either seek to cut her down. From the side of the room, Lenu rushed forward. Her compact frame crossed the distance in a matter of strides. Before Ryl could react, she planted her fist into the side of Alera’s face.

      With a whimper the jeweled woman toppled backward over the couch, landing in an awkward heap on the ground. The Vigil commander shook her hand as she loomed over the woman’s blubbering form. Her head angled to the side, meeting Ryl’s view for an instant. She merely shrugged her shoulders before returning her attention to Alera.

      “We’ve suffered enough poison from your lips,” she grumbled.

      Andr folded his arms across his chest with a satisfied chuckle.
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      The remainder of the evening passed with little distraction. Though incensed when she regained her full capacity, Alera did little more than sulk with the remainder of her harem until sleep finally overtook them. Her right eye was swollen; the powder that covered her face could do nothing to disguise the bruised skin underneath. She followed Lenu with her eyes, casting devilish glances when the Vigil’s back was turned, though they withered when the attention redirected again in her direction.

      Cray had left the room soon after Lenu had ended the conversation. He had said his piece and realized just as quickly that he was better off without her.

      Ryl found him sitting with his back against the wall, tucked away in the corner of the empty main room on the first floor. He sat down beside his companion, taking a break from the watches that had been maintained throughout the night. Cray smiled as he settled in beside him.

      “I wanted to kill her, you know,” he whispered. His voice was tentative as if he was embarrassed voicing the thought.

      “None would have blamed you if you did,” Ryl added. “The thought is never far from my mind anytime something inadvertently triggers their memories. You showed remarkable control over your emotions and restraint.”

      “The anger in my veins burned white hot,” he added. “I felt like I was melting inside. I could hear, no, feel the voices of the alexen resounding through my body. They begged for peace.”

      Ryl took a moment to look at the unawakened by his side. Cray leaned his head back against the wall, closing his eyes. His shoulders rolled back; he seemed for the first time unburdened by the weight of uncertainty that had plagued him for nearly half of his life.

      “You did the right thing.” Ryl was sincere, though he couldn’t help but feel a bit envious of his friend. The opportunity was a chance likely few would have. “Justified or not, every death at your hands will haunt you. Hopefully you can put her behind you, banish her from your memory, as she had given up on you. Let that be your revenge.”

      “Thank you, Ryl,” he whispered.

      No more words were needed to convey the sentiment. Ryl felt the outpouring of gratitude louder than the words that issued from his mouth.

      “Yet it was Lenu who accomplished what all were likely thinking,” he added with a grin.

      “I had my money on Andr,” Ryl added, enjoying the moment of jest. “We all have our demons. He is far from perfect, yet you’re unlikely to find any more devoted. You’re lucky to have him as a father.”

      Cray’s gaze met with his, holding while the range of emotions played through his mind. Ryl could see the torment shift to fear. The fear morphed into a resigned sense of peace.

      “I know,” was all he replied.

      For a few moments, ahead of what was to be an eventful day, they enjoyed nothing but the ironically blissful ending to the conversation.

      It wasn’t long before the first rays of light began to brighten the horizon to the east. Lighter shades of purple pushed against the dark violet of the night; the stars winked out one after the other. By the time the early predawn hours had arrived, they had moved the guards and the women out the back door of the inn, secreting them away in an ill-used corner of an abandoned building that shared the rear alley between the structure. The guards were stripped of their uniforms and securely bound to the beams that supported the loft above their heads. The women were similarly secured together on the other side of the room. Their bonds were never meant to be permanent. They’d leave none to guard them as they left. By the time any were released or freed himself, there would be no stopping the events that were to come.

      Andr remained on guard as the others prepared to abandon the security of the inn for the cramped confinement of the wagon. He had joined Paelec and Cavlin, dressing in the uniforms confiscated from Lord Kyoris’s guards. He wiped at a small stain on the right sleeve of the outfit. They had worked to scrub the blood from the clothing; even with their efforts, some remained. Nielix, Dav and Millis would join them in the borrowed garb once they rejoined the party after their grim task was complete.

      Ryl searched the library of memories that the alexen maintained for details of the great hall. He viewed the images as if they were events occurring only in the recent past, yet the span of over one thousand cycles separated the thoughts. The descriptions matched with the brief yet thorough depiction that Mender Brahn had painted. The entry for nobility and their entourage was positioned under a vast arching bridge. From there, a grand staircase led to the entry to the Hall of the King. Inside the wagon, they would be seen by few until they entered the confines of the palace.

      The illusion required to span the distance was a daunting proposition. In the bright light of day, under the scrutiny of an unknown number of guards and nobles alike, details would be important. Ryl closed his eyes, breathing in a deep steadying breath, concentrating on the images he’d chosen. The illusion, though thorough, would only need to be maintained for less than a few minutes.

      Once inside the hall, there was no need for further disguise.

      “The sun is nearly up,” Paelec commented, snapping Ryl’s attention to the present. “It’s time to go.”

      Ramm took his position at the driver’s seat of the wagon. The wood groaned under his considerable weight. Redressed in the drab civilian clothing from Lord Eligar, he would strike an imposing form. Once Paasek joined him, they would no doubt make a startling impression due to their sheer size alone. Lenu and the three unawakened climbed into the wagon. Vox would be joining them soon enough. A great deal of illusion would be required to disguise their appearance, so proximity would be important.

      “I’ll collect Andr; then we’ll go,” Ryl added as he hastened to where the mercenary guarded the door. His heart skipped a beat as he rounded the corner of the building only to find an open door standing unguarded. In a few strides, he reached the opening; one hand fell behind his back as he clenched the wooden handle of the Leaves.

      There was little light inside the abandoned room, though a single lantern illuminated a portion of the room. Enough light spilled from its weak flame to confirm that the unwitting inhabitants still remained. Andr was in the process of taking a knee beside Lord Kyoris’s harem. Ryl relaxed his grip on the weapon behind him though he increased his pace. A glint of light flashed off the naked blade in the mercenary’s hand.

      “It’s time, Andr,” Ryl announced as he approached.

      The mercenary nodded, though his attention was directed forward, intent on the woman who had mothered his child.

      “Aye. This is a kindness far greater than you deserve,” he growled as he rotated the blade in his hand. “Listen to me and listen closely, for this conversation will never happen again. Disappear. When you walk away from this place, disappear. If I ever hear your name again, I will hunt you down. If I see you again, I’ll watch the last breath fade from your body. Do you understand me?”

      The ladies accompanying her, bound and gagged, struggled against their bonds. Tears streamed from Alera’s eyes, though the fear was overwhelming. She offered a quick, subtle nod.

      Without another word, Andr turned, collecting the lantern and stalking from the room.

      Ryl followed at his heels, pausing with him as he closed the door to the improvised cell.

      “How long before they free themselves?” Ryl inquired. He knew the mercenary well enough not to broach the subject. Like his son, he’d be putting the episode behind him.

      “Not long,” he offered. His words came out short, as the lingering emotion was still raw. He moved through the alley with a determination to his step. “Their bonds are weak, perhaps an hour. Maybe more.”

      “Aye,” Ryl offered. “They will have started the fires. We need to make haste.”

      Their companions and the wagon waited for them as they rounded the end of the alley. Ryl and Andr hopped onto the low step along the back; Paelec and Cavlin were positioned on either side. They would be shorthanded even with the addition of their companions, yet the oversight would likely matter little.

      With a single curt order and the crack of the lead, the wagon lurched forward. The sky had brightened significantly; the halo of yellow pushed upward, silhouetting the palatial complex against the lightning blue of the horizon. This sliver of Leremont, close to the port, was hidden partially by the ridge where the palace sat. Though the eastern edge of the throne of Damaris was partially bathed in the light of the new day, the city here was still wrapped in darkness. A flickering orange glow brightened the city not far to their west.

      The pyre had been set.

      Now it was their turn to light the rest of the kingdom ablaze.
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      The steady clop of the horses’ hooves echoed off the stone buildings that bordered the main arching avenue of the second ring. The hours preceding had been silent. They had been diligent in their watch over the area, though none had moved through the streets. The city had finally fallen into a peaceful slumber.

      They would awake to a frantic morning.

      Already signs of activity were mounting. The citizens they passed on the street generally kept their heads down, giving their wagon a wide berth. They hadn’t travelled far before the sounds of alarm were raised in the distance. The ringing of bells soon sounded through the area as the presence of the fire had been noted. The inhabitants and the sleepy city streets came alive within the first few booming chimes of the bells. Looking behind them, flames could be seen dancing above the peaks of the buildings.

      The progress of the wagon slowed as the citizens began filling the streets. Many ran with buckets of all shapes and sizes, calling to their neighbors as they raced in the direction of the blaze. Ryl scanned over the crowd, focusing his mindsight, searching for signs of Vox and Paasek’s movement. It was with a sigh of relief that he captured the signatures of the phrenics hastening ahead, slightly to the west of their position.

      “Ramm, can you see them?” Ryl called over the rattle of the wagon. The massive phrenic turned his head, pointing his finger in the direction of their signatures as he nodded his head. The blackened stain of the Lei Guard still registered along the periphery of his vision, yet it remained stagnant.

      Travel along the avenue quickly became a frustrating process as the street choked with a steady flow of humanity. Either searching for any way to assist, or merely watching the spectacle unfold, they took to the avenue, grinding their progress to a sluggish pace. Ryl felt his frustration mounting as they plodded forward. Ryl chided himself for the flaws in his logic. The desire to see some semblance of a final resting place for his brethren had cost them precious time. He knew the response would provide some level of distraction, though the severity had eclipsed his expectations. His frustration mounted as Ramm pulled the wagon off the main avenue, entering a small square. The initial response was negated by the familial warmth that grew in the presence of the phrenics. Vox and Paasek materialized from the shadows of the narrow alley tucked between two shops. Millis, Dav and Nielix followed closely in their wake.

      The momentary break from the grueling travel was welcome. The attention of the citizens was elsewhere, giving them ample time to organize their stations along the wagon. The Vigil and Millis were quick to change into the borrowed clothing before assuming their stations along the exterior of the wagon. Vox and Ryl slipped inside the cramped carriage while Paasek joined Ramm at the head. Though the wagon rumbled from the square within moments, every passing breath raised Ryl’s anxiety. Every moment of delay interrupted the timing of their entrance. Too early and the nobles would have yet to assemble. Too late and they risked being denied entrance.

      Thankfully, the latter in a sense was nothing more than an inconvenience. There were no walls or doors that could keep him from entering the chamber. They had made it to the capital.

      The Ascertaining Decree would fall.

      The age of tributes, or the fabled elixir, would be at an end.

      No sooner had the wagon started rolling than Ramm pulled it to an abrupt halt. The horses nickered at the command, though they acquiesced begrudgingly. The massive beasts blew large puffs of air from their nostrils in protest. The commotion from the avenue beyond increased in volume. The rapid cadence of heavy boots marching filled the air. Ryl peered through the window as the wagon waited for the soldiers to pass. The stream of armed guards was long; Ryl estimated several hundred rushed to manage the raging inferno before it consumed more of the city. Their focus was intent; thankfully few took note of the waiting wagon. None paid them any mind.

      The road had cleared in the wake of the soldiers’ passing. The bells, sounding the alarm that had echoed through the city, had quieted. Within several hundred meters, life seemed to return to a sense of normalcy. Though flames and smoke still billowed into the sky, the greater gap between themselves and the incident diminished the personal concern of the citizens. Most went about their day, casting only fleeting glances at the column of smoke stretching into the sky.

      It wasn’t long before they reached the first gate; the stone entry between the second and the first ring loomed ahead. The walls between the rings were thin, in most places only wide enough to create the illusion of security. The barrier was only three to four meters tall and far too narrow to handle foot traffic along its peak. Several towers sprouted over the top of the stone, yet they were positioned only where the main avenues crossed through the gates.

      The large wooden panels of the door were thrown open, yet a contingent of guards manned the gap.

      “This will be our first test, Ryl,” Andr whispered through the side window into the carriage. “Keep the blinds drawn.”

      With the heavy blinds closed, the interior of the carriage was dark. They had let the lantern that swung overhead burn low. If any were to inspect the wagon, the dim light would no doubt aid the illusion. With his view of the outside having been reduced to the thin slits between the curtains, Ryl felt his anxiety swell. The claustrophobic feeling of the wagon harkened dark memories from cycles earlier.

      The cramped confines of the black wagon that had delivered him to The Stocks would never fade. Every bump of the wagon over the cobblestone road reminded him of being jostled against the rough interior. The lingering sweet, floral aromas, residual effects of Lord Kyoris’s harem, were anything but enticing. The scents, though pleasant, reminded him of the foul stench that had permeated the wood, its intensity growing as the sweltering heat accentuated its vile odor. The tragic impact of that single ride on his consciousness would be eternal.

      At a call from the guards, the wagon slowed. The steady rattling of the wheels over the stone ground to a halt. Ryl heard the stomp of the boots as the soldiers manning the gate inspected the exterior of the carriage.

      “Passage is prohibited on order of Lord Kagran,” the gruff voice called from along the side of the wagon. The carriage shifted slightly as Andr hopped down from the railing on the side. “All travel has been restricted due to the Deliverance.”

      “Sir, this will not do.” Andr’s voice was firm, yet lacked the insubordination that Ryl felt massing within his veins. “It is because of the Deliverance that we were placed so far from the Hall of the King. It seems no lodging was secured closer to the capital for Lord Kyoris’s ladies. Lord Kagran was gracious enough to find us a suitable dwelling, yet with the commotion this morning, our arrival has been delayed. We cannot risk arriving late.”

      As Andr spoke, Ryl felt the persuasive emotion emanating from Paasek, who rode at the head of the wagon beside Ramm. The elder phrenic councilor was well versed in the application of his skills; his manipulation would be subtle, yet sufficient.

      “I have orders,” the guard replied after a moment of consideration. “Open the blinds.”

      “As you command,” Andr noted. Ryl heard the footsteps approaching the edge of the wagon. The tension choked the air inside the wagon. The unawakened shifted uncomfortably in the plush seats. Lenu shifted toward the window opposite him.

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment, focusing on the images he’d practiced. The results were dramatic. The road-weary apparel that they’d carried for miles had vanished beneath a cloak of flowing colored fabric, encrusted with jewels that sparkled even in the low light of the wagon. Thin veils covered the heads of all; colored ribbons were tied into the flowing locks of the others.

      He looked down at his own hands. They were wrapped in white gloves that stretched up his forearms to where they disappeared beneath the sleeves of the blouse. His cloak had been replaced by a flowing gown of silken material. The sensation of the illusion was disturbing. The unnatural coverings were visible, yet they lay across his skin without the slightest touch of fabric against his flesh. Closest to the window, Lenu sat forward, arching her back slightly.

      At the rap on the side of the wagon door, she opened the curtain, glaring at the guard who peered inside with agitation that cut through the veil over her face like daggers.

      “I do hope you’ll be so kind as to explain our delay to Lord Kyoris,” she hissed. Her voice dripped with haughty arrogance and disdain. “He will not respond kindly to the delay, or the questions it will raise.”

      The guard pulled his head back slightly at the vehemence of the verbal affront. He angled his head from side to side, peering into the wagon, inspecting the passengers within. After a few moments, he withdrew from the edge of the carriage. Lenu wasted no opportunity to slam the curtains shut as soon as his face retreated.

      “Carry on,” he ordered. “Apologies for the delay. I’ll send a rider ahead of your arrival so you won’t be delayed at the next gate.”

      “Thank you, sir, for your consideration,” Andr voiced as he hopped onto the side rail once again.

      Ramm urged the horses forward without delay. Ryl held the illusion long enough for the rider to thunder past as he raced for the final gate. The receding sounds of the hooves on the stone left him with an overwhelming feeling of helplessness. Whatever the message that was conveyed in advance of their arrival was entirely out of their control. Every stride of the massive horses that pulled their carriage moved them deeper into the realm of uncertainty. He longed for the best-case scenario, though he steeled himself for the worst.

      Blood would be spilled before the day was through.

      How much was the question.

      Behind the gate, the road had been clogged by the press of humanity. The citizens had taken to the streets, hastening to assist the growing threat of the fire, or moving to complete whatever task provided for the financial independence of their family. Here, amid the next higher tier of society, the attitude was dramatically altered. As the size of the rings of Leremont constricted, so too did the volume of denizens included in the mix. The inner ring, bordering none other than the seat of the king, dripped with a superiority that was sickening. The purposeful activities of the outer rings were lost here behind a general attitude of apathy.

      Ryl sneered as he spied the ornate trappings of the few citizens in the streets. The slightly pitched road was free of debris; a fragrant aroma floated in the air. The further toward the capital complex they travelled, the increasingly well maintained and manicured the surroundings became. Shops were open along the street; merchants arranged their wares in display windows or on small tables along the edge of the avenue. Small cafes bustled with early morning business. There was an air of excitement to the activity here. Longing glances were routinely directed toward the capital.

      He understood the meaning. He had suffered through the festival-like attitude that had descended on The Stocks once per cycle. Though diffused here, the sensation was still the same. It sent a chill through his body.

      With little to see with his eyes, Ryl maintained an unbroken view of the surroundings with his mindsight. Aside from the glow of his companions close to his person, the city that surrounded them was clear. The darkness that had lingered at the outskirts of his vision began to take shape. The tingling in his left arm had remained constant since he’d acquired the single vial of the Blessing. The pinprick of discomfort against his skin, the throbbing sensation in his arm mounted rapidly as they neared the source.

      Still, the Lei Guard didn’t move.

      Their hesitation was troubling. He was knowingly leading them into a trap, relying on the negating strength in his veins to tip the scales in their favor.

      “We’re approaching the capital; be ready.” Andr poked his head through the thick curtains. “There is a significant force of soldiers guarding the gate.”

      The wagon slowed as they neared the gate. Directly in front of the entrance to the capital complex, the line of houses ceased. A spacious stone courtyard stretched one hundred meters to either side. The sprawling square was lined with finely crafted benches and planters containing uniquely manicured plants. Despite the openness and elegance of the square, Ryl could see few people milling about. A concave line of guards, two deep, stretched from the gate to the corner of the area.

      Behind the soldiers, the inner wall bordered the square. Unlike the previous walls that separated the city’s diverse sections, the barrier here was far more substantial. Though it was hard to compare it with the palisade, the fortifications that defended The Stocks, it still maintained some semblance of defense. A tower with crenulated turrets rose above the gate. The two panels of the looming door, riveted and reinforced with large strips of metal, were closed, blocking all views of the interior of the palatial complex. Faces, though shadowed, were visible, peering out of every opening with watchful eyes. Guards lined the walkway atop the structure. Though armed, none had their weapons at the ready. A pair of towers, though much smaller than the central one, loomed at opposite corners of the open square.

      Ramm steered the wagon, making an easy turn to their right as they reached the center of the clearing. The steady clop of the horses’ shoes on the stone seemed to be the only noise present as they neared the guard. Ryl felt the tension grow. Through the thin gap in the curtain, he could clearly see the faces of the guards who ringed the area. They followed their approach with uneasy stares. A whisper of doubt crept into his mind.

      The lone voice of a guard called them to a halt as they moved into the shadow of the gate.

      “We escort Lord Kyoris’s ladies,” Cavlin announced as they ground to a stop. “We must meet his lordship straight away.”

      The silence extended for a few intolerable moments. Anxiety grew in Ryl’s core. The alexen churned with emotion, stoking the fires that spread heat throughout his veins. They were agitated, though prepared. The malevolent whispers grew, though the energy that coursed through him quickly silenced their calls.

      “You’re late,” came the sole reply. The voice dripped with authority, though a touch of arrogance colored his tone as he enjoyed his vaulted station. “The Deliverance has nearly begun.”

      “Apologies, sir,” Cavlin responded. His tone was placating, yet urgent. “We arrived late yesterday and were housed outside the inner circle due to lack of suitable accommodations. The commotion of the fire delayed our arrival. Please do not make our lordship suffer our tardiness any longer. The rider can attest to our delay.”

      Ryl made out distinct noises of conversation, though the words were garbled and unintelligible owing to the ambient noise in the air. The verdict was rendered with little delay, though the lingering hints of the forced emotion from the phrenic drivers was easy to note.

      “Carry on,” the guard grumbled before calling to his companions manning the gate above. The grinding of metal chain links over stone and the groaning of the heavy doors elicited long-suppressed emotions as the distinctive sounds triggered memories of his first experiences in The Stocks.

      Phrenics at the gates.

      The call today would be vastly different than that which had echoed, bringing news of his deposit to the prison that would define his life.

      How long had it been since a phrenic had strode through this opening of their own volition? Was the last occasion the event that spelled their eventual doom?

      Ryl closed his eyes, breathing deep to pacify the agitation that coursed through his veins. Both he and the power that lingered within understood the significance.

      The ancient phrenics had been deceived. They had been lured by false promises and the hope that the good in humanity would stand the test of time. They had been betrayed by one of their own. Greed hadn’t overlooked the opportunity to sink its teeth into one of the phrenics.

      Leiroth had relished the power. It had driven him to madness; the lust for control had defined generations. How many innocent victims had perished at his hands?

      Ryl and his companions arrived today at the head of a storm. Long had the embers of change smoldered. Today, they would set the kingdom ablaze.

      What was to rise from the ashes would be decided by the actions of a few.

      The sudden brightness of the sun caused his eyes to open. Once through the shadow of the gate, the light of the early morning was unrestricted by the wall of stone. Inside the confines of the palatial grounds, the atmosphere shifted dramatically. The anticipatory sensation that had coated the first circle of the city had morphed as it crossed the stone barrier. Within the innermost circle, an undeniable air of excitement electrified the air. Sounds of gleeful conversation and merriment rose from all sides of the wagon, drowning out the heavy clop of hooves and the rattle of the wheels on the stone. Ryl’s stomach churned at the dramatic shift in emotion.

      It was a challenge to resist the intoxicating revelry that dominated the mood. Careful not to reveal their identity, he pulled the blinds open with a finger, granting a partially unobstructed view of the palace grounds. He had no doubt that the sprawling interior featured the most elaborate design and creation that the kingdom had to offer. Statues of men and women, in varied poses, graced the expansive courtyard. They luxuriated in the center of fountains that sprayed a fine mist into the air. Valiant heroes posed, impervious to the threats of war, for the artist’s chisel. Their effigies were scattered across the vast tracts of green that covered much of the interior.

      The plaza they traversed was wide, easily one hundred meters from side to side. To Ryl’s side, the gardens and terraces stretched out until they met with the decorative edges of the wall. Guards stood tall along the pinnacle of the barrier. They were dressed in finery more suited to the lords and ladies who milled about under their watch. Servants, clad in all white, carried trays of food and beverage, weaving in and out of the staggered parties who mingled openly throughout the grounds. How many truly understood the truth behind their celebration? Did they understand what it was that they celebrated?

      Murder.

      Slavery.

      Torture.

      The life of a child.

      He fought back the bile that threatened to force its way up his throat. He wrinkled his nose as the hints of the acidic taste tormented his senses. His gaze travelled out the gap in the opposite window, noting the similarities in the spacious design. To the opposite side, however, the green space was interrupted by the massive facades of the capital buildings. At the edge of the roadway, a seemingly endless line of carriages were positioned front to back. At the head of each, a similarly clad porter dressed in white held the reins, his posture rigid, his pose statuesque.

      The lighthearted nature of the revelers spread like a curse throughout the area. The air was poisoned by the elation, the anticipatory sensation. The promise of the so-called Blessing had encouraged their greed. There were seemingly none here who was unaffected by its allure. The call of the darkness from within the deep recesses of his mind grew as the tingling in his arm increased to a steady thrum.

      The picture painted by the mindsight had altered. No longer did the black mass tease the outskirts of his vision, writhing like a mass of shadows in the distance. There was definitive form to the signatures now. The shadows remained grouped tightly together, concealing their true number in a solitary mass of charcoal shadows. Even so, every now and then a solitary figure, nothing more than a dark mist, flitted at the edge before being sucked back into the host.

      The sensation of dread grew within his core.

      It was a feeling he had experienced before. It hammered his will with an overwhelming sensation that offered little option. It was panic that threatened two choices, either freeze or flee. His mind struggled against the onslaught. He had experienced the premonition before. It wasn’t a direct assault, merely the hatred that exuded from their corrupted cores. The amplified sensation of the nexela stained the air, choking the clean freshness with the foul undertones of misery and death. He understood the worst was yet to come.

      The Lei Guard knew he was close. They knew the phrenics were close.

      Even though their numbers were severely reduced, their assault would be devastating.

      Ryl turned his focus to his companions inside the wagon. The three unawakened were grouped together in the middle of the carriage. Tash and Palon sat side by side; Cray sat opposite the pair. The expressions on their faces reflected a common denominator.

      Fear.

      Uncertainty.

      Vox met his gaze. Though his eyes were hidden beneath the shadow of his hood, he could read the concern written across the phrenic’s face.

      “The avenue exits the main courtyard shortly,” Andr whispered through the gap in the curtains. “The road on either side dips below the grand pathway above. Ready yourselves. We are close. There’s no turning back now.”

      Ryl swallowed the uncomfortable lump that had formed in his throat. He focused on the party that surrounded him, pulsing out a wave of the most potent emotion he understood.

      Hope.

      Together they would strive to change the fate of the world.

      He closed the curtains, focusing again on the mindsight, allowing the skill to paint an image in his mind. His heartbeat raced as he noted the faint discrepancies in the signatures. The mass of shadows had shifted, though they remained tightly packed together. A new shape had formed before them, though its appearance was as perplexing as it was concerning. The wisps of darkness were light and airy. They seemed to move together; as a whole they seemed to shift, pressing further away from the approaching phrenics. From a distance, they appeared to be an extension of the main group, yet as they approached, it was clear that they were situated apart from the mass, well below the plane of the others.

      While the oppressive hatred and fear was palpable from the main group, the collective consciousness of the other appeared vastly different. It was pensive.

      Fear exuded from the shifting mist below.

      Ryl had little time to ponder the meaning as the sight of the second shape commanded his attention.

      The alexen in his veins screamed in protest, the anger burned white hot, scorching his insides. At first, he thought the vision was nothing more than a trick of the light, a confusion of his senses amidst the churning mass of shadow. With every meter closer, the truth became apparent through the darkness. At the center of the seething mass of blackened signatures, a solitary flicker of light remained.

      “The tribute,” he hissed. “They’ve brought the child here.”
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      Ryl had barely noted as the wagon descended from the even keel of the main courtyard. His attention was focused on the solitary shape struggling in the midst of the sea of shadows. The flicker of light struggled to the forefront, shining for a moment before being swallowed by the darkness that surrounded it.

      “The tributes have never played a part in the Deliverance proceedings,” Vox added skeptically. “Why now?”

      The shock written across the faces of Cray, Tash and Palon was mixed with that of anger. He could feel it slipping from the trio of unawakened in unmitigated waves. Internally, Ryl matched the revulsion and animosity.

      “The family was likely given little choice.” Ryl’s voice was a hollow growl. “The kingdom has no doubt claimed the tribute as their own. No compensation will be needed when there are no survivors left breathing. Lord Kagran needs support now; he can ill afford a wayward tribute.”

      Andr rapped his hand on the top of the wagon before whispering through the curtains.

      “We’re here,” he said.

      Ryl scanned the faces of all inside the chamber as he focused on the illusion.

      “This ends today.” No response was needed from his companions. Icy determination registered across their faces. The flames of animosity that had burned with a withering intensity appeared like nothing more than candles, flickering to sustain the overwhelming emotion.

      The sunlight that had brightened the interior of the wagon dimmed as the heavy carriage rolled to a stop. Outside, the flickering glow of torches provided unnatural illumination. Ryl viewed the illusion that he’d created with skeptical eyes. He’d studied the illustrious garments of the lord’s harem. A strange sensation of warmth spread through his veins as the alexen inside contributed to the ruse. He pulled from the experience of the phrenic master dressmakers, weavers, and tailors who’d departed this world more than a millennium prior.

      The illusion was dramatic. The six were covered from head to foot in flowing dresses encrusted with jewels. Each wore a veil over their face, disguising their true features. Long locks of hair flowed freely, falling over their shoulders. The illusion, though effective, toyed with his senses. The clothing that covered his body carried no weight; there was no feeling of the fabric brushing against his skin. The strands of amber hair that lay over his shoulder shifted as he moved his head, yet he felt nothing from their motion.

      The wagon shifted, the wood groaning in relief as the two phrenic drivers climbed from the bench at the driver’s seat. Their heavy footsteps rounded the carriage toward where Andr had been positioned. He knew that the others would be falling in line as well.

      The door to the carriage opened, streaming in light from the palace beyond. Andr stood to the right, offering a subtle bow, returning upright, holding out his hand to assist the exiting passengers. Ryl watched as Lenu descended from the wagon first. Her formfitting dress, like the others, was primarily red, the dominant color of Lord Kyoris’s house, though unique from the others and accented by varying accessories and stitching of complementary gold and jewels.

      Her appearance was natural. She waited with her hands crossed before her as the others piled out of the wagon with the most grace they could impart. Though Ryl had cloaked them in the trappings of women of the court, there was nothing he could do to completely disguise their figures. They would likely make for an unsightly group if afforded detailed scrutiny.

      They exited the wagon to a wide, covered chamber; on either side the roadway angled upward as it curved back toward the great courtyard they’d crossed. The wall before him was constructed entirely of smoothed white marble, a large two-paneled door stood open several meters from where they had exited the wagon. Gold lanterns hung from either side of the door, illuminating the shadow under the bridge that stretched overhead. A pair of white-clad ushers rushed to the wagon, collecting the reins as the solitary official moved to greet them.

      The palace official failed to hide the incredulous sneer at the appearance of the motley crew of women who spilled from Lord Kyoris’s wagon.

      “Our drivers will take your wagon from here, sirs,” the man added before turning to address the ladies. He offered a deep bow. “As you know, men-at-arms will not be permitted inside the Hall of the King. They can escort you to the doors; then they will take their leave. The auditorium opposite the hallowed chamber has been made available to them, as are the palace grounds. The accommodations will no doubt suffice, and refreshments will be served.”

      His official-sounding voice grated on Ryl’s nerves. The condescending superiority in his tone was unnerving.

      “Ladies, you may enter the Hall of the King without delay,” he added. “They will be starting any moment. Lord Kyoris has been quite dismayed at your tardiness; he will no doubt seek your company with haste.”

      Lenu offered a crude curtsy.

      “Thank you, sir.” Her voice sang with a quality he’d never heard from the Vigil commander.

      “This way, if you please.” The official bowed again as he strode forward toward the open palace doors.

      Their entourage fell into line as they moved into the interior of the palace. Cavlin and Andr took the lead while the others disguised as Lord Kyoris’s guards—Paelec, Millis, Dav and Nielix—marched in pairs on either side of the ladies. Ramm and Paasek, dressed in civilian clothes, strode menacingly at their rear. If any noticed the massive weapons strapped to their backs, they were reticent in their questioning.

      Ryl’s eyes wandered as they entered the palace, though his focus remained on the illusion that cloaked their bodies. He cared little for the displays of opulence that encrusted each facet of the palace. Gold seemed to be weaved into everything, from the tapestries and paintings on the walls, to the fixtures on the doors, down to the thin lines that weaved through the polished, reflective white floor. Guards stood at attention before every opening, though they paid little mind to the traffic in the hall. The sounds of their group’s footsteps on the stone floor echoed through the chamber.

      The rich floral scents that had been present in the courtyard outside seemed to follow them as they progressed further into the palace. Blooms of multicolored flowers made for vibrant pops of color, highlighting the narrow tables that dotted the edges of the hall.

      Ahead, a massive staircase, the width of the corridor, rose into the interior of the palace beyond. The din of casual conversation filtered down the steps, the excitement of the event playing out on the lips of those waiting inside the palace for word of the proceedings.

      Ryl struggled to maintain his focus both on the illusion and the visions presented by his mindsight. The blackened mass of the Lei Guard swarmed around the faint glow of the tribute. Their presence was close; less than a hundred meters now separated them, though they were clearly positioned at a higher elevation, likely on the floor above. The second anomaly was closer, on the same plane as they currently traveled, hidden in the bowels of the capital complex, secured beneath an impenetrable wall of stone.

      There was little time to investigate the source of the disturbance. The inky darkness, though spread over a substantial area, was faint, nothing more than wisps of individual shadows packed together in a close formation. Far more troubling was the mass of Lei Guard waiting somewhere on the level above.

      No doubt for their arrival.

      Ryl did his best to maintain a constant view of his surroundings while holding a steady grasp on the illusion that covered the party. The activity and excitement in the hall above swelled as they ascended the great stairs. The chamber at the top of the stairs was substantial, stretching easily fifty meters across. Made of a similar smoothed white stone, the sun’s rays cut through the east-facing windows, reflecting off the polished surfaces, illuminating the vaulted room with a bright white glow. Servants carried silver trays laden with food and beverages as they weaved throughout the throng of finely dressed men and women. There was an air of anxiety to the area as those assembled waited for word of the Deliverance.

      Was it to be their house or benefactor who was able to earn the ultimate prize? Greed filled the eyes that focused on the large wooden doors at the southern end of the chamber. The smiles that covered their faces were superficial. There was true venom lurking behind the guise. Every individual within the room, within the palatial complex, was a rival suitor. It was no secret that there was but one tribute.

      Armed guards accompanied many of the small clusters of nobility who were scattered throughout the room. The groups were generally positioned with their backs against a wall, leaving the center of the chamber eerily vacant. Only servants seemed to tread in the open space without concern. The nobles, surrounded by men-at-arms, preferred to limit their vulnerabilities. They were far more likely to take a knife in the back than face a frontal assault.

      A distinct wash of emotions registered from the phrenics walking at the rear of the party. They cut through the crowd with a sense of apathy. Heads turned away from their group as they moved unimpeded across the vaulted chamber. The official who had met them at the wagon led them across the room toward the guarded doors at the opposite side. His head held high, he ignored all others in the room, moving with a sense of haste and uncompromising importance.

      Standing before the doors, a pair of guards blocked the entrance to the hallowed event. Ryl shook his head as he examined their uniforms. The level of decadence that was draped over them was sickening, easily matching the exalted importance of the event. Heavy necklaces with large, jewel-encrusted pendants hung from their necks. The symbol of the gate, the white image of the doorway, was emblazoned on the center. It sent a chill down Ryl’s spine. Gold was weaved into the fabric of their clothing; their shoulder pads appeared to be solid blocks of the same precious metal with intricate swirling designs etched into their surfaces. They were dressed for fashion, not function.

      Their ensemble mirrored the greed and excess that were on display throughout the brief vision of the palace that they’d witnessed so far. He had no desire to view more than was necessary. They had come here for a purpose far greater than gaping at the richness of the palace.

      The eyes of the pair guarding the door focused on their group as their official escort slowed before them.

      “Make way. The remainder of Lord Kyoris’s entourage have arrived,” the official announced. His nasal voice demanded obedience. The pair of guards shifted to the center of the gate, each placing a hand on the golden handle of their respective panel of the door. They jingled as they moved; their motions were choppy and erratic, as they were weighted down by the heft of added decorations.

      “Ladies, I’ll lead you to Lord Kyoris. The opening ceremony will be starting any moment.” His voice softened, though the annoyance was clear. His eyes turned to Ryl’s companions who were dressed as guards. “The rest of you may take your leave in the auditorium across the hall or on the grounds. You will not be permitted to enter the Hall of the King.”

      Ryl cast a glance at Andr standing to his right. The mercenary tightened with anticipation. Cavlin shifted, moving forward a step. From the rear, Ramm and Paasek circled to the outside of the ring of their companion.

      “Your request has been noted,” Paasek growled as he stalked toward the official. Ramm matched his progress from the other side. A wave of hopeless compliance hammered the unexpecting trio. “We are not bound by the same strictures as you. We will go where we please.”

      The signal was nothing more than a subtle nod of the head. With a speed that defied convention, the two massive phrenics surged forward. Paelec joined the charge as the phrenics descended on the pitiful defenses of the outer doors to the Hall of the King. The army, likely the personal force of Kagran’s house, had been bolstered before the gate and within the capital grounds, yet within the interior of the palatial building, there were none visible save for the few clad in the clunky ceremonial garb.

      Ryl knew that resistance was close and deadly. The black mass that had registered in his mindsight was that of the Lei Guard. The entirety of the group was now clearly defined within the frame of his vision, though their strength was indistinguishable. Aside from the disturbing grey mist that was now nearly directly below their position, there were no hints of any other signatures.

      The official’s eyes hadn’t the time to lose their arrogant stare before the calamity they faced became shockingly clear. Sharp thumping sounds of fists striking skin were overpowered by the jingling of metal as Ramm and Paasek subdued the two ornamental guards before their ill-prepared hands could reach for their blades. The pair hoisted the guards, carrying their unconscious bodies with them.

      So in tune with each other’s habits, the attack occurred with an uncanny choreographed finesse. Paelec reached the official just as the attacks were unfolding at either of his sides. The phrenic archer spun their escort around, collecting a clump of tunic in his hands. With his forearm flat against the back of the startled man’s shoulders, he rushed forward, driving the man into the center of the doorway.

      The air expelled from the official’s lungs in a hiss as the doors burst inward. Paelec carried him inward for a few steps before releasing his hold. Sputtering and gasping for air to refill his lungs, the man stumbled for several meters before falling face-first onto the polished stone of the interior chamber. The squeal of his skin on the stone echoed over the silence that descended on the assembled congregation.
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      Ryl and his companions were only a step behind Paelec as he entered the Hall of the King. All eyes in the chamber fell on the disturbance at the doors. The gasp that registered left only silence in its wake as the astonished congregation watched the abnormal scene unfolding within the sacred confines of the hall.

      Inside the doors, an alley progressed for several meters before opening onto the floor of the Hall of the King. To either side, a short staircase led to each level of the tiered seating that ringed the chamber. With few exceptions, the seats were all occupied with a sea of opulently dressed men and women. The tide of emotions written across their faces was a mix of shock, horror and vehemence. Ramm and Paasek deposited their unconscious charges as they closed the doors behind them.

      With the illusions still intact, Ryl strode forward, passing Paelec, who had paused after releasing the unfortunate official. The man’s face had blanched of any color, his pasty complexion matching the white of his clothes. A growing stain of red colored his tunic; he dabbed dumbfounded at the blood that rushed from his nose, casting horrified glances at the intruders as he stumbled to his feet.

      Ryl stalked after him; his companions followed closed behind. All eyes in the room travelled with him. With the exception of the garbled groans of the official, the room remained silent. Stopping a few meters into the open floor of the chamber, they formed a circle as he surveyed the stands of nobles that surrounded them. His calculating eyes darted from side to side; nowhere within the round chamber were signs of the black-cloaked guards, though their presence was close.

      Without the gaudy opulence that covered the spectators, the construction of the room was exquisite. Large fluted columns ringed the room, supporting the dome above. Between each pillar just below the level of the convex ceiling, large panes of glass, framed in elaborate stone carvings, provided a clear view of the sky above. Great tapestries hung below the windows, adding color to the endless mottled white sheen of the stone. Ryl’s stomach twisted as emotion flashed through his veins.

      The hands of the phrenics who had come long before him had crafted the structure that rose before him. The revulsion at its current purpose was palpable. Ryl’s gaze hardened as it settled on the focal point of the room. Opposite the door they had entered, an elevated dais held a massive golden throne. Perched atop, meeting his gaze with vicious eyes, Lord Kagran rolled his excessive frame forward, glaring down from the edge of his seat.

      A solid thud echoed through the room as Ramm and Paasek dropped the massive wooden drawbar into place.

      “Who are you to interrupt this sacred ritual?” he cursed, though his voice was raised for all to hear.

      Ryl felt the anger, a permanent fixture in his veins, swell at the reverence he placed on the event. This sacred occurrence was a celebration of a child’s life being sold to the highest bidder. There was blood on the hands of all who participated whether they bid on the youth or not. He moved a few steps forward, though he had yet to reach the center of the circular floor.

      The illusion he had carried faded as he released his hold. The strain that had been present eased as the flowing dresses that covered his body and those of his companions faded. A thin wisp of mist evaporated into the air, swirling in tiny eddies as he stalked forward. The collective gasps and cries of alarm roared through the chamber as the veil of illusion was removed. Ryl stood alone, a few meters ahead of his companions; his cloak flapped in the slight breeze that circled his body. Shadow covered the top half of his face, yet he was sure the raging inferno that burned in his eyes was visible to all who dared meet his stare.

      The official shrieked as he clambered up the stairs to the raised throne. He toppled forward, using his hands and feet to crawl up the steps, pushing through the wall of guards who had descended to meet the threat. Six blades leapt from their scabbards, though their progress slowed as they reached the base of the steps. None seemed anxious to meet the menace who now stood less than twenty meters from their position.

      “Hold.” Lord Kagran called the order to the guards who were slinking down the steps toward the floor of the hall. They needed no further motivation to freeze in place.

      “The righteous saviors of Damaris have arrived,” he cursed. “I was beginning to fear you wouldn’t show.” The annoyance that had consumed his visage shifted; a devious smile sprouted from his lips. A breeze began to swell around Ryl’s arm. The speed that lingered in his veins waited anxiously for his call.

      “Had enough of your prison, have you? Come closer so I can see the faces of the brave traitors who thought to topple a kingdom,” Kagran ordered. Reflections of colored light sparkled from the jewels that adorned his clothing. His bravado was abnormal, the subtleties of his call far too transparent.

      Ryl stepped forward, his footsteps echoing throughout the hall. His motions, seemingly a reaction to the commands of the self-appointed king, were measured and purposeful. He shifted slightly to his left, moving just beyond the centerline of the circular floor. He tracked the black signatures that appeared in his vision as he approached carefully.

      A hush had descended upon the chamber. All eyes were focused on the lone figure who had separated himself from the meager party closely packed together in the center of the room. From one side of the room to the other, Ryl scanned the faces that glared at him. They appraised him with unrestrained disgust, yet the eagerness written across their faces was impossible to hide. Their lustful eyes were hollow, devoid of any true strength. The tangent of their focused glares shifted, avoiding his at all costs before they could intersect. They looked through or around him as if he weren’t there. Merely spectators to a theatrical production, they watched the performance with expectation.

      They knew what was to come when the curtain opened.

      They had been promised a show.

      Ryl was prepared to give them one that would be burned into their consciousness for eternity.

      He was determined to see them disappointed.

      Of all those in the crowd, only one returned his gaze. Standing slightly to the side a meter behind Kagran’s right shoulder was a young man. Dressed in finery that mirrored the excess of his peers, his face was twisted into a questioning expression. The resemblance to his sire, now seated upon the golden throne, was unquestioned.

      “That’s far enough,” Lord Kagran boomed as Ryl crossed the center of the room. “You have been foolish. I hear the grumbles from the citizens. They speak of revolution; they speak of ending the decree that has guided this kingdom to greatness. They desire change. They, like you and your companions, have failed. I for one salute you for a job well done.”

      The lord clapped his hands together in a slow, yet steady rhythm.

      “You’ve brought change to Damaris,” he continued. “The divisions in sentiment have become clear. Without your assistance, it would have taken cycles to root out the elements that have threatened our very way of life. Whether merely individuals or the influence of once noble houses, rest assured they will fall. Our coffers of elixir have never been fuller.”

      Lord Kagran rose to his feet; he took a step forward from his raised throne, though he remained on the lofted dais.

      “Your interruption of the Harvest will not go unpunished,” he growled, though his attention shifted to the blazing orb of the morning sun just peeking through the windows of the rounded chamber. “With the light of the morning, your pathetic forces in The Stocks will fall to blades from without and within. Do not believe for an instant that the loyalties of those who remained will not be made perfectly clear. The kingdom is united; the combined army will sweep over the walls; they will reclaim that which you have hidden away from us. The property that you’ve stolen. Lords and ladies, the tributes shall be returned.”

      Kagran spread his arms wide as he regarded the room. What started as scattered applause quickly swelled into a rousing cheer.

      The anger swelled in Ryl’s veins. The heat spread throughout his body as the fire raged inside. With effort he resisted the urge to act. There would be none who could prevent him from reaching Lord Kagran. The calls from within, for the moment, were aligned. The alexen cried for justice. The darkness of the nexela demanded blood.

      The lord raised his hands for silence.

      “You’ve made a grave mistake in coming here,” he grumbled as the applause ceased. “I will not forgive the interruption of the time-honored traditions. There will be punishment for your trespass in these hallowed halls. Your presence is an admission of your guilt. The sentence for treason is death. The irony of history is not lost on me. It was within this room that the rule of your ancestors was toppled.”

      Lord Kagran clapped his hands together three times in rapid succession. No mindsight was needed to note the shift in the mass of the blackened guard that lingered in the distance behind the lofted throne.

      “And it will be here that you die.”
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      Ryl felt his knees buckle under the weight of the initial assault. As prepared as he was, the force of the emotion was overwhelming. The chamber had gleamed with the brilliant light of the morning, yet the approaching black shadow dampened the luster as if a thick cloud blotted out the sun above. The groans of his companions at his rear were equally matched by many of the spectators in the hall as the forced emotions of the Lei Guard spared none within their reach.

      From behind Lord Kagran’s gilded throne, the stream of black-cloaked warriors poured unabated. The dam that had held them in check failed as their trap had been sprung. They entered with a devastating force of emotions. Desperation threatened to crush his will. Every fiber in his being constricted as the fear rooted his feet to the ground. The weight of hopelessness crushed him to his knees.

      Ryl had been ready for the onslaught, yet the initial fury was overwhelming. They had been prepared for the advent of the severity of their emotions, yet even still, the relentless aggression threatened to break them where they stood. The throbbing in his left arm reached an agonizing fevered pitch as the churning sun struggled against the blackness that streaked its interior. A feeble white glow began in the crook of his elbow.

      The strength of the initial offensive ebbed as the Lei Guard streamed into the chamber. As they entered, they split; one group rounded the outside of the circular hall to the left, while another moved to the right. A third group continued straight, leaping from the raised dais to the floor below. They wrenched their wicked curved blades from their sheaths as they reached the polished white stone of the hall. The shadow of their approach dulled the reflective shine to a muted grey.

      The assault had been potent, the strength, unexpected, yet in the wake of the initial wave, Ryl felt the surge of clarity from within. With a sharp exhale, he hammered the destructive emotions with a focused wash of hope. From behind, his emotional call was answered as the phrenics responded in kind. Under the refined emotions of the trained warriors, three distinct voices sounded clear. Though raw and unfocused, the unawakened had found their voices.

      Ryl growled as he gave in to the speed and fire that coursed through his veins. The alexen screamed as he charged forward. The Lei Guard, approaching with naked blades, slowed to a crawl as he met them empty-handed.

      Though the Leaves remained concealed in the holsters behind his back, he was well equipped. His right arm swirled with the ferocity of a storm. His left glowed with a brilliant white light as he met his foes head on.

      Two groups, fourteen of the black-cloaked warriors, had descended the stairs. They moved with a lethal purpose that spoke to their ill intent. The hunters showed little regard for their prey, their instincts reverting to the feral qualities of the host that poisoned their blood. Aside from the timing of the initial emotional assault, there was no coordination to their charge.

      With ease, Ryl ducked under the blade of the first Lei Guard. The slow progress of the curved blade rippled the air in its wake as it passed overhead. He hammered his right fist into the chest of the guard; the blast of wind expelled on contact, tossing the body backwards into its companions. With a roar, the focus of the remaining attackers centered on him.

      A sudden sense of unease flooded his body as he pivoted, charging the next closest Lei Guard. His emotions had blinded him to the peril that his companions faced. He hardened the woodskin on his left forearm as he slammed it into the sword arm of the closest warrior. The snapping of bone and the inhuman shriek joined the chorus as the blade skipped harmlessly across the floor. The momentary separation gave him a moment to cast a rapid glance back at his friends. The phrenics were positioned at the outer flanks of their meager circle; Andr, Cavlin, and the Vigil were staggered between them. Weapons had sprouted from every hand in the group. Fire burned along the entirety of Vox’s arm.

      Though Ryl’s glance was rapid, his survey brief, the look he witnessed, written across the faces of his friends, was determined. The Lei Guard in the gallery above had reached the end of the aisles; they now moved steadily downward, minding none who stood in their way.

      His glimpse was brief, yet the vision was concrete. What he saw, though chilling, brought the hints of a wicked smile to his face. His lips curled up at their corners as his full attention turned to the Lei Guard before him. He had their sole and undivided attention. Just as the Horde challenged for leadership, testing the strongest among their numbers, the Lei Guard, lacking the true power of the king or of the position Leiroth had inhabited, sought the next untested in line.

      They sought him.

      The alexen in his veins screamed in defiance; for a moment, their call overwhelmed the agony brewing in his left arm. Giving in to the glowing power that threatened to tear him apart would be catastrophic. He could feel the massing strength from the explosion of energy that would render the Lei Guard impotent, yet the icy chill of the emptiness that flowed in its wake was terrifying. At times, he struggled to maintain the call of the darkness from within. Would there be a point that their strength was too great for him to contain?

      He feared the loss of consciousness that was sure to follow with the sudden release of that power. There was no time to haul his overspent body around. He would not let himself be a burden to his friends yet again. This was a fight he intended to complete with the full control of his faculties.

      There was a message that must be received. His work was far from over.

      Ryl charged back into the fray, colliding with the next closest Lei Guard. With a focused gust of wind from his right hand, he chopped out the man’s legs; as he spun around the airborne body, he hammered his left fist into the helpless guard’s back. The mild release of tension, of the agony that had been swelling to a fevered pitch, was noted relief. The Lei Guard struck the floor with a sickening smack, as his hands hadn’t had the time to move to slow his fall.

      Ryl caught a glimpse of his left hand as he turned to face the next guard. A blinding white glow covered his fingers; his bones appeared as thin black silhouettes within. The realization flooded his mind. Information concealed until the time was right unlocked as he twisted away from the tip of the blade meant to pierce his body. The power, the unexpected second skill that had puzzled him since the alexen had painted the tattoos on his arm in the depths of the nexus became clear.

      Until now, the equalizing power had been used in desperation. The momentary cost was difficult to bear. The lasting effects were a daily, growing challenge. Ryl squeezed his left hand into a fist, watching as the light ceded to his command. As if his fingers were wrapped around the handle of a blade, the white glow extended outward, forming a thin shaft of light. Unlike the serrated, burning green Leaves, this blade appeared faint. There were no rigid lines to outline its form, only a rapid gradient from the condensed beam of energy. Though it shined with a brightness that was nearly blinding, it issued little illumination beyond its edges.

      Armed with the translucent weapon, he fell on the remaining Lei Guard with renewed vigor. Holding the blade in his hand was an unnatural feeling. His hand closed on the handle though he could make out no definition of its texture or form. It was as if he squeezed onto a length of pure energy. Instinctively, he slapped at the wicked blade aimed at him, parrying the thrust. His blade passed through the weapon with no resistance. His speed saved him as he rolled from the attack meant to cut him down.

      His agility controlled his tumble; Ryl sprang to his feet behind the Lei Guard. He twisted his body as he slashed at the back of the black-cloaked warrior. Though the blade sliced through its body without opposition, the effects were dramatic. With an agonized wail, a voice that sounded more feral than human, the Lei Guard crumpled where he stood. The curved blade slipped from his hand as his body collapsed to the stone.

      Ryl felt the energy that passed through his body. The glowing blade of energy pierced the taint of the nexela as it penetrated the guard. He felt the connection holding its control over the shell that was once a tribute sever as it consumed the poison that held its victim in thrall. The whispers of blackness inside grew louder as it added to its complement inside his own core.

      He danced around the sluggish motions of the Lei Guard. Every strike of his blade cut through the defenses of his attackers. One by one, the black-cloaked guards fell before him. He met the last of the initial group in the center of the chamber floor. Twisting behind the Lei Guard, he wrapped his right hand around the guard’s neck, pulling the body close. The blade in his left hand plunged through its back, protruding from its chest as the consciousness departed from the black-cloaked warrior. The blade faded as Ryl pulled his hand away. He was the weapon that had inflicted the wound, yet now he cradled the limp body as it fell to the floor.

      As he rested the unconscious figure on the white tile, he pulled back the hood, revealing the face underneath. Black stains still streaked the pale skin, though they faded as he watched. As with so many, the face was familiar to him, though the identity was unknown. The brand on the man’s neck burned a deep red.

      H1330.

      Ryl had been only an infant when this unfortunate soul was Harvested. How long did he languish in perpetual torment before being corrupted into the dreaded warriors?

      He had decimated the two groups of Lei Guard with little effort. After the initial effects of their emotional onslaught, the sensations they forced had amounted to little more than a mild annoyance. Their attacks faltered before the combined effects of the phrenics. His mindsight painted the image of the rounded hall. At the center burned the glowing golden orbs of the phrenics with the unawakened condensed within their orbit. Ringing the entire room save for the small gap before the doors, the black line of Lei Guard had pressed closer. He raised his eyes from the unconscious shell at his feet. The line of the black-cloaked warriors now stood on the lowest step of the auditorium. They had pushed their way through the assembled nobles, now standing rigid, one hand on their sheath, the other on the handle of the wicked, curved blade concealed within.

      “Enough,” Kagran screamed as Ryl rose to his feet. He frothed with anger as he stalked down the stairs, descending from his vaulted platform like a meteor plummeting to the earth. Behind him a mass of Lei Guard followed in tight formation. At their rear, a steady stream of soldiers flowed, branching out to either side, encircling the upper level of the hall, filling the places where the Lei Guards had stood only moments before.

      “I tire of your games. I’ve seen through your parlor tricks to understand the fraud that you, that the phrenics truly are.” His voice increased in pitch as his cries rang throughout the hall. “There are but a handful of you while hundreds of my Lei Guard surround you. I assure you there are more waiting in the wings, a wave of blackness ready to sweep you back into the bowels of the history to which you belong. Beyond them an army of thousands awaits my command. Your position is hopeless.”

      Ryl shrank back a step as the force of the emotional assault of the Lei Guard caught him off guard. His mind reeled with doubt. He had led them knowingly into a trap. His overconfidence would be their doom. He angled his body to the side, turning his head to view his friends behind him.

      The images that assaulted his mind were staggering. The floor where his friends stood was coated in a rippling pool of crimson. Massive birds tore at the flesh of the remains that were once his closest companions.

      The visions cleared in an instant, though the scar of their loss still echoed through his body. The darkness within his core screamed for control as it battled against the heat that surged through his veins. He squinted back the tears that threatened to pour from his eyes. Through the blur, his gaze met Andr’s. In the mercenary’s eyes burned a fire of determination. Though the warrior struggled to maintain his footing as the effects of the emotional onslaught forced him to his feet, he refused to give in. Ryl scanned the faces of his friends, finding similar looks of resolve etched into their features.

      They had come here to settle a score far more ancient than any could recall.

      They had come here to fight.

      Ryl felt the flames of determination ignite anew in his core. The numb, empty sensation that had penetrated broke, melting under the fires within. He turned, rolling his shoulders as he glared at the man who had assumed control of the kingdom. Behind him, the thump of footsteps approached. He could feel the presence of his companions as they reached his back.

      “Lies. You can hide the truth from the sycophants who claw at the scraps you leave behind, yet you cannot fool me,” Ryl whispered, though the force of the words echoed throughout the room. “The might of your dreaded black guard stands before you. Your personal army is scattered thin. The army you dispatched to see your message conveyed to The Stocks will not reach the walls. The last I saw of your patrol, a solitary runner hastened to warn the others that you’ve dissolved the houses, usurping the power of the kingdom under one throne.”

      Lord Kagran’s body quivered in anger.

      “I issued no such command,” he bellowed.

      “No, you didn’t.” Ryl’s voice was even as he replied. “I did.”

      “It matters not what you believe. What you say. You have no power here,” he shrieked. The veins running up either side of his temples bulged, throbbing as he strained in anger. Out of sheer animosity, he stalked forward, step after step, as does a man who believes that he has true strength at his side. “The rule of Damaris has remained unchanged for centuries. Like the king before, my power will remain while your rebellion will fail.”

      Ryl’s mindsight flashed to view unbidden, the images interlacing with the reality that surrounded him. They were outnumbered; the force of the assault was manageable with their combined efforts, though were he to give in to the energy that begged for release, he would likely be rendered useless. It was a plight he could not bear to leave solely on the shoulders of others. The ring of black signatures seemed to constrict around them. Directly below the center of the room, a mere step to his left, the wispy mass of charcoal signatures seethed with agitation.

      His presence had grown too close.

      “Unlike you, unlike your kind, those here understand the true nature of things,” he cackled as he preached. “Power. Life. Control. All will come from my hands and mine alone. The Blessing of the King is mine to distribute as I see fit. Those who obey will be rewarded. Those who defy me will be destroyed.”

      Lord Kagran shuffled to the side as he continued, folding his hands behind his back.

      The realization of the image that had flashed in his mindsight dawned with startling clarity. That there were no more Lei Guard, Ryl was certain, yet below his feet, the taint of the nexela remained. He had consolidated his power. He’d stockpiled his supplies where he could defend them.

      Beneath thirty feet of stone. The words of Mender Brahn rang in his ears.

      “We are all here for the same thing, you know?” Lord Kagran grinned.

      He pivoted, beckoning to the Lei Guard massed behind his position. The guard shifted, opening their ranks to allow the passage of the one they concealed among their numbers. Ryl’s anger burned white hot; he struggled to contain the fury that raged through his veins. A pair of Lei Guard dragged a child between their bodies.

      The youngster had his hands tied behind his back though he writhed in desperation. His face was dirty and bruised, though the fresh tears streaming from his eyes washed salty paths down his cheeks. The boy’s clothes were tattered and stained with dirt and blood. Ryl felt his heart skip a beat; a sickening pit formed in his stomach as he noted the weeping brand burned into the child’s neck.

      “We are all here for the Deliverance,” Lord Kagran hissed as the Lei Guard heaved the boy into his waiting arms. He wrapped an arm around the child, pinning him to his body; with his other hand, he removed a blade, holding it to the child’s neck. Behind him, the Lei Guard backed away, sealing the gap in the line.

      “If you move, the tribute dies,” Kagran growled. “This child will fetch quite the ransom given the present circumstances. From the smoke I see billowing from the south, you no doubt understand that he will be the first of the new Harvest. I look forward to seeing the price your blood will fetch.”

      The silent eruption of emotion that washed over Ryl was startling. There was no voice, no cry to announce the sudden surge. A wave of heat accompanied the ferocity of the anger as the uncontrolled rage burned through the bonds holding back the power of the alexen. Ryl had felt that release for himself. He sensed the familiarity in the concussive blast that had freed Aelin from his shell.

      One of the unawakened had blossomed.

      Ryl noted the flash of motion from his right. His grasp over the speed in his veins was steady, yet he released his hold as he identified the figure.

      Palon darted across the room. It took the stealthy unawakened a matter of a few steps to cross the distance, his body crouched, launching forward like a beast of prey, coiled, ready to strike. As he neared Lord Kagran, he rose to his full height; his right elbow shot forward, striking the fuming lord squarely in the face. There was a crunching of bone and a spray of crimson as his nose shattered. In the same motion, he swept his leg under the unsuspecting lord. The tainted man, withered by age, spun in the air, his legs rotating up over his head. Palon arrested the rotation mid spin, driving the man to the stone tile. The child, freed from his grasp, spilled to the ground, though he curled into a fetal position, too afraid to move.

      Kagran landed squarely on his chest. He let out a rasping, choking cough as the air was robbed from his lungs. Palon landed on the man’s back, knees straddling the helpless, ancient lord. The high-pitched whistle of his blade sliding from its sheath sang over the room. The lord whimpered as the unawakened warrior wrenched his head from the tile; the blade moved without hesitation toward his neck.

      The sound of Palon’s blade was echoed by the near simultaneous notes of hundreds of blades leaving their sheaths. The sound shrieked through the room, carrying with it a paralyzing fear that froze him in place. The Lei Guard moved in for the slaughter.

      The sudden paralyzing fear rooted his feet to the ground. Ryl understood in that instant that he was the herald of his friend’s death. They had followed him willingly, yet he had failed them again. Another would die pursuing his cause. Palon’s blood would be on his hands. The Lei Guard would fight for their master. Much like the Horde, they followed strength, though the will to challenge the orders, to fight the structure of their position for superiority had been ferreted out over the cycles. They followed strength unquestioningly.

      Meters remained before his friend’s life would be cut short before his eyes. Ryl was helpless to reach him in time.

      The sudden impulse was as shocking as it was regenerating.

      Agony ripped through his left arm as if the skin and muscles twisted around his bones. Time ground to a halt. The unbearable pain stretched out for an eternity.

      Ryl’s head rolled back uncontrollably; his hood slipped from his face as his mouth fell open.
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      The roar that emanated from Ryl’s mouth was deafening. The unnatural wail rattled the windows of the domed ceiling above as thunderous noise filled the hall. Packing the gallery, the spectators and Lord Kagran’s guards alike cringed as they covered their ears in defense against the audible assault. The Lei Guard froze in place, their blades lowered apprehensively to the ground. Only a step behind Palon, the black-cloaked guard rested the flat of his blade on the unawakened’s shoulder, only a finger’s width from his neck.

      Ryl panted as the last notes of the scream thundered from his lips. The sounds that reverberated throughout the room were not his own, neither were they a result of the alexen that flowed through his veins. The dark, twisted feral voices echoed the sounds of the Horde. He closed his eyes for a moment, issuing a single emotional command.

      The Lei Guard responded in kind. They respected power. As one, they pivoted where they stood. The solid line that constricted upon Ryl and his companions’ position now focused their attention on the gallery without.

      They respected him.

      A high-pitched ringing note sang in Ryl’s ears. The damage from the volume of the roar had been done, yet outside, the chamber was deathly silent. Viewing him from the raised seating above, the nobles, the sycophants of the kingdom, now watched him with unrestrained fear. Again, the only individual to meet his withering gaze was Lord Kagran’s son. The young man remained where he had stood before. The curious look on his face now registered an expression of disbelief.

      Ryl shuddered at the sudden chill that ran through his body. His vision fell to his left arm as the ripples of cold emanated from the appendage. The tattoo of the sun had again inverted. Where the swirling orb of fire had once remained, only a writhing mark of blackness remained. It covered the entirety of his arm, wrapping up over his shoulder and stretching down beyond his wrist. The back of his hand was the battleground preventing the darkness from taking complete control over his limb. From just above his knuckles to his fingertips were the only pieces of unmarked skin that remained.

      At his shoulder, though the sensation of the heat, of the alexen rushing through his veins was muted, he could feel their struggle as they held back the darkness from assuming more control. The darkened whispers from within growled with increasing volume. Ryl squeezed his fist as he watched the undulating line of clear skin push back against the darkness. He closed his eyes, issuing the same emotion command that had turned the Lei Guard.

      The power was his. He would answer to the call of none other than his own will.

      The silence that followed was deafening.

      Ryl opened his eyes, pivoting his head so that his vision met with his companions. The looks of surprise were noted across their faces, though they met his gaze only for an instant before maintaining their attention on the threats that still surrounded them. He nodded as he made eye contact with Andr. The mercenary grinned, replying with a subtle inclination of his head.

      His attention returned quickly to Kagran, still pinned under the weight of the unawakened, held to the ground by the blade at his throat. The eyes of his friend, though they burned with the untrained power of the alexen, were focused on him. The expression of shock mingled with a hint of fear.

      “Palon, let him rise,” Ryl ordered as he moved forward. In one fluid motion, the unawakened rolled from the back of the king, though there was no kindness as he leveraged his weight on the back of the struggling man’s head, forcing it into the stone as he rose. With blade still in hand, he backed slowly from Kagran’s writhing figure.

      A few meters to the side of the lord’s prone figure, the child remained. Ryl could feel the subtle warmth of the budding alexen pulsing off him with every racking, noiseless sob. He stopped at the child’s side, leaning down, placing his hand on the child’s back. The sensation of comfort that flowed through his body felt foreign. A dim representation of the power he’d grown accustomed to. It was as if the light of the emotion was clouded by the darkness that he’d given in to. Nonetheless, the effect was dramatic.

      Wiping the tears that still wet his face, the boy’s eyes locked with his. Inside the child’s eyes, the expressions shifted in constant flux as the emotions raged through his mind. From fear, to confusion, to wonder. His hand reached up gently, running his fingers across the brand on Ryl’s neck.

      “You’re like me,” he gasped between sobs.

      Ryl felt himself choke on the surge of emotions that bubbled up from within. The pain of the trauma written across the boy’s face sparked the memories of his own persecution. The crippling fear. The utter devastation. The terrifying confusion and emptiness of his own childhood. He relived the experiences one after the other, feeling the agony of every moment of absolute misery.

      The Lei Guard took an ominous step forward, toward the gallery, rippling with anger as his emotions ran unchecked. For an instant he considered releasing them on the perpetrators of the evil that had stolen his and so many other lives. The atmosphere of the room darkened with his mood like a shadow blotting out the sunlight that streamed through the windows above.

      Retribution would be paid in blood. Revenge would be theirs.

      Ryl exhaled the breath that had caught in his throat, relaxing the tension that gripped his body. The fire burned in his eyes as his gaze locked onto the child’s.

      “You’re not alone,” he whispered. “Come with me. I’ll not let them harm you again.”

      The youth nodded his head rapidly as he struggled to his feet. Though his body still quivered with fear, he wrapped his fingers around Ryl’s, following him as he led him back to his companions. A step before the group Ryl paused again, bending down close to the child’s ear.

      “My name is Ryl,” he whispered. “These are my friends. We came to help you. What’s your name?”

      The child’s eyes widened as his gaze rolled over the group standing before him. The collection of warriors stood defiant in the face of overwhelming odds, yet they showed no fear. Weapons of all makes were held with anticipation in their hands. Fire burned, coating the arm of one; the air surrounding his tattooed skin rippled as it was distorted by the heat. Lenu stepped forward, sheathing her sword as she reached out her hand.

      “My name is Pater,” he sputtered softly into Ryl’s ear.

      “Well, Pater, this is Lenu,” he offered, placing his hand gently on the child’s back, ushering him toward the Vigil commander. “Stay with her.”

      Ryl rose to his feet as the child shuffled away into the awaiting hands of the Vigil. He couldn’t help the smile that tugged up on the corner of his lips.

      “You will pay for what you’ve done.” Lord Kagran spat a wad of blood from his mouth as he leveraged himself up to his knees. “Kill them.”

      His screams roared through the room.

      None moved at his command.

      “You will answer to me,” he shrieked, his body convulsing with anger. “I am the king. I control the Blessing. You. Will. Obey.”

      With the emphasis on every word, his skin seemed to darken a shade. The subtle hints of black peeked up from underneath the jewel-encrusted collar of his shirt. He spun madly in place, cursing at both Lei Guard, his soldiers and nobility alike. None moved to heed his call.

      “Your power has been nothing more than a farce,” Ryl announced. “You will pay the price for the taint that stains your soul. You’ve existed off the power stolen from others. The Lei Guard cede authority to strength alone. Your words no longer hold sway over them.”

      “There’s nothing you can do to prevent the inevitable,” Lord Kagran growled. His gaze grew wild as the desperation set in. “You may save this tribute. The Blessing will sustain us. Will sustain future generations for an eternity. You only delay that which will continue. You will never find that which you seek. You and your cursed kind can chip away at the stone for an eternity, yet you’ll never reclaim that which is rightfully ours.”

      Ryl’s anger stirred at the statement.

      Rightfully ours.

      The words had a taste that was toxic. Ryl’s gaze hardened for a moment, squeezing into slits of pure, burning rage.

      Ryl let a single laugh escape his lips as he took a measured step to his right.

      “You underestimate our resolve,” he hissed, though the force behind his words was measurable. “You underestimate what true strength can accomplish.” He looked back over his shoulder, nodding to Paasek, who remained only a step behind.

      “You can feel it, can you not?” Ryl inquired of the phrenic councilor. “The hint of blackness that lies beneath this stone.”

      The phrenic squeezed his eyes shut as he focused on the mindsight. After a moment, he opened his eyes, looking curiously at Ryl.

      “There is only a trace, a fleeting wisp of shadow, yet I can see it,” he exclaimed. The phrenic councilor lowered his gaze to the floor, padding in a small circle at the center of the room. After a moment he paused, sinking to a knee, placing his right palm flat on the floor. Ryl watched as the elder phrenic inhaled a deep breath, holding the volume in for a moment.

      The air hissed from his mouth as he released the breath. From deep below the floor, a low murmur quickly crescendoed into a rumble, a grating of stone against stone. Sharp cracking sounds tore through the chamber; the floor vibrated with a steady tremor. The tile under the hand of the phrenic fractured; the deep cracks spread out like a spider’s web. After a moment, the center of the tile caved in, forming a jagged hole in the stone.

      Paasek’s chest heaved with the exertion. His head slumped forward as he moved his hand to the side of the opening. His arm locked at the elbow, supporting the weight of his stony frame. Ryl peered into the depths of the chasm created in the floor. The opening was narrow, too small for a body to fit between the rock, yet it ran straight, free from obstacles. At the base, the glow of a brightly illuminated room shone in the dark. A waft of air laced with a familiar putrid odor billowed up from the concealed chamber below. It was a scent that was forever etched into his mind. The stench of the Horde, the taint of the nexela, was unforgettable.

      He’d experienced the blend on several occasions. Once in the facility in the shadow of the Martrion ruins, another in the facility in Leremont.

      The Blessing. The hope of the corrupted nobility lay beneath.

      Within a moment, two faces appeared in the opening far below. The animosity was written clearly across their aging faces, though shock and curiosity registered in their expressions. Their shouts of anger filtered up through the opening. Ryl noted the telltale white robes of the menders.

      “The labor of generations resides within that chamber,” Kagran cried as he stumbled forward. “You know not what powers you meddle with.”

      Ryl’s right hand wrapped around the wooden shaft of one of the Leaves, wrenching the dormant weapon free as he surged forward to meet the approaching lord. The blade flashed to light in an explosion of green flames. Kagran’s progress stymied as the flaming point of the serrated blade was leveled at his neck.

      “I understand all too well what lies in that room below,” he cursed. His voice thundered throughout the chamber as he held the fuming lord at bay. “The lives of thousands, stolen to feed your insatiable greed, reside there. Today is the dawn of a new age. An age where the Ascertaining Decree is no longer a fact of life.”

      His eyes scanned the stunned crowd as he continued.

      “Today, amends will be made for the sins you’ve all perpetuated,” he boomed. “Today, we level the field.”

      Ryl stopped as his gaze landed on Vox. Flames still rippled from the phrenic elementalist’s arms.

      “Vox, if you please,” he hissed.

      The elementalist padded silently across the chamber; the fire spread down his arm, condensing around his fist. Ryl could feel the heat swell as he approached. Vox stopped a step from the hole, extending his hand out before his body. The ball of fire sparked as it spun, floating a hand’s width above his palm. His eyes locked with Ryl’s for a moment.

      The alexen in Ryl’s veins cried out with emotion. They tore through his veins as the excitement, pent up for ages, released in anticipation.

      He nodded to Vox.

      The phrenic elementalist wrapped his fingers around the solid ball of flame, squeezing it for an instant before turning his hand over.

      An agonized wail spilt from the lips of Lord Kagran as Vox released the fireball.
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      For a moment only the high-pitched yowl of Kagran filled the hall. Echoes reverberated through the room, a pathetic reminder of the agony in his voice. The thump of the detonation of the fireball was muffled, yet the room trembled as the shock waves travelled through the stone. A blast of heat and black smoke billowed from the hole. A lingering hint of black mist settled to the floor before evaporating into the air.

      He fell to his knees, blubbering as he openly wept. Grief spilled from the mouths of countless nobles surrounding the chamber. Some collapsed to their seats. Others raised their hands to the sky. Some merely stood with mouths open in disbelief. Ryl noted Tev moving slowly down the stairs, squeezing through the ranks of Lei Guard to the chamber floor.

      “You have no idea what you have done,” the lord sobbed; tears mixed with the blood that trickled down his cheek. His body quaked with emotions; the revulsion mingled with the utter despair as they threatened to tear his consciousness in two. The stain of the nexela, the black streaks, climbed further up his neck. He snapped his jaws together with an audible click as his mind descended into madness.

      “I know exactly what has been done,” Ryl thundered. “The evil of generations has been addressed. The hierarchy of order will no longer be ruled by the Blessing. By the murder of families and the enslavement of children. The timeless rule ends now. How many here have overstayed their natural existence? Your greed, your arrogance have doomed you. Blinded you to the taint that has controlled your lives. With the destruction of your precious elixir, there will be nothing to sustain you. You will fade fast. There is no gold in the world that will prevent your demise. Make good of what little time remains.”

      Ryl surveyed the faces of the assembled nobility. Their expressions largely matched that of their king, though the reaction played out more deeply across his features. A few voiced their protest at the perceived injustice; others cursed his existence with a vehemence inbred for ages. Some wept quietly, their heads cradled in their hands.

      “Your facilities have been emptied and razed to the ground.” Ryl projected his voice, overpowering the cacophony that issued from the crowd. He needed no added emotion to ensure that the true sentiment of his statement was understood. “The Ascertaining Decree ends today. The testing of children is now a thing of the past. This era is a stain on the history of a once proud and thriving kingdom. Never again will a family measure the love for their child in gold.”

      Ryl paused as the uproar reached a frenzied pitch. He lowered the burning blade toward the ground, stepping back from Lord Kagran, who now twitched and writhed on the floor, staining the pristine white tiles with streaks of crimson. Reaching into his pocket, he collected the single vial of the Blessing he’d recovered from the doomed facility in Leremont.

      Silence descended upon the chamber. He let the hush linger for a few moments before speaking.

      “There will be tests in the coming days, weeks and cycles ahead,” he announced. “You, those who have borne witness to this event, will be the messengers. You will spread word of the changes this day has brought. Your compliance is not requested, but required. This will be your test.”

      Holding the small vial above his head, he swished the liquid about. The viscous, black substance clung to the walls of the vial.

      “I hold in my hands the last measure of the Blessing of the King that any of you will ever see. What will you do for it?” Ryl paced slowly across the center of the auditorium. He scanned the faces of those circled around the chamber. The ones not on their feet rose purposefully, slithering forward toward the low railing. Unfiltered greed seeped from their very pores; their faces morphed into snarls of feral uninhibited desire. The blackness that had corrupted their very souls leached through their skin. Like Kagran, thin streaks crawled up the necks of many among the group. These were the highest echelon of the kingdom. Held in the greatest esteem as the nobility, the vaunted nobility of Damaris.

      He found them severely wanting.

      Tev alone stood apart from the others. His eyes darted from face to face as he watched the lords and ladies he likely knew morph into something wholly unhuman.

      “Well?” Ryl hissed. “There is only enough for one.”

      The last note of his challenge hadn’t left his mouth before the answer became appallingly clear.

      They fell on each other with the rabid ferocity of caged beasts.

      The Hall of the King descended into pandemonium in an instant.

      Bloodcurdling screams of rage filled the room as the true nature of the attendants became shockingly clear. Draped in more wealth than many citizens would see in a lifetime, they turned on their fellow men and women. By rule of the ages, weapons were permitted by attendees of the Deliverance inside the hall. Several made concerted efforts to wrest blades from the kingdom guards who ringed the upper level of the chamber. Many were pushed back, yet in a few places, they overpowered the helpless soldiers with sheer numbers. Having disarmed the guards, they fought amongst each other for possession of the weapons.

      Others among the stands fought with whatever they could scrounge from their surroundings. Most fought with fists and feet. From every corner of the room, blood was spilled, staining the hallowed chamber.

      “Enough.” Ryl’s command boomed through the Hall of the King, echoing off the vaulted ceiling high above. Among the crowded nobles, a few ceased their brawling at his command. With renewed vigor, their incensed neighbors, sensing weakness, sensing blood, turned on them.

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment, squeezing his left fist together as he corralled the strength of the darkness that resided in him. With a thunderous roar, he released the emotion. A wave of paralyzing fear washed over the room. Several of the nobles, having spilled from the angled seating during their brawling, toppled backward, scurrying like prey from a predator as the feelings crashed over them. Throughout the chamber there were several bodies who remained motionless among the seating.

      “Restrain them.” Ryl boomed the command to the Lei Guard, who had remained motionless throughout, ringing the floor like vicious specters. Their movements were wraithlike; the force of their emotions was crippling, though they followed his orders without question. With the entrance of the black-cloaked guard, the fight sapped from most of the incensed nobility. Here and there a corrupted few pursued their quest for power, challenging the armed Lei Guard with fists, broken pieces of furniture, or anything they could use as a weapon.

      Their efforts were matched with merciless, lethal defense. The Lei Guard cut them down without hesitation.

      Within moments, a sense of order was restored to the chamber. At sword point, or mere threat of violence, the gallery was held in check. Their appetites unsatiated, yet their instinct for survival momentarily overpowered their greed. Ryl turned slowly as he scanned the room. Each face sent another wave of disgust rolling through his body. They were scratched and bruised. Blood trickled from deep gashes or streamed freely from shattered noses or lacerations. There was not a single member there whose skin didn’t share the crimson droplets of another man or woman’s blood. The opulent finery, enough wealth to feed the entire kingdom, was torn and disheveled. Several were shirtless, their torsos riddled with oozing scratches.

      His gaze settled for a moment on a woman in the front row. Her blouse was torn in half, her naked chest was partially exposed, yet she made no attempt to cover herself. Her torso, like the others, was red with claw marks; the dark outline of a bruise was already forming on the pale skin over her ribs. She clutched the severed leg of a chair in her hand, her eyes darting from side to side as she calculated her next attack. Stains of black stretched out from around her heart, snaking upward toward her neck.

      The focus of each among the gallery rested squarely on him. More precisely, on the vial still clutched in his outstretched hand. They glared at him with the same vicious intent that they’d displayed upon their neighbors. Black lines of the taint within their blood crept up their necks, spreading out across the lower portion of their faces, creeping up their cheeks.

      Ryl’s gaze paused for a moment on Tev. The youth’s skin had blanched, his eyes wide with a mix of horror and disgust. His father, still on the floor a few meters away, had risen to his knees. He mumbled to himself softly; his mutterings contained few words, most unintelligible. The noises that dominated his vocalizations were growls, more like a beast than a man.

      “You’ve all failed.” Ryl’s voice tore through the crowd. “There are none worthy among you. The greed that has tainted your souls will not cease.”

      The brief message was disastrous to some. Hideous wails of agony sounded as several fell to their knees. The racking sobs of loss were sickening. The realization that their mortality was now measurable was a crushing blow.

      He turned his attention to Lord Kagran. The ancient noble, the self-appointed regent, still on his knees, wavered in place. Ryl stalked forward; the anger inside him swelled as he struggled to keep it in check. A meter from the lord, he stopped, taking a knee before the subdued lord.

      He watched the man carefully as the moments stretched onward. Kagran refused to meet his gaze; the tangent of his eyes darted around the room. Perhaps the most ancient man in the kingdom lacked the will to hold Ryl’s withering glare. The black lines of the nexela crept well beyond the ring of his collar, staining his neck as they sought complete control over their host.

      Ryl held his hand out, rolling the vial on his palm. The thick liquid sloshed against the inside of its container.

      “I have that which you desire more than anything in this world.” Though Ryl whispered, his voice echoed through the room. There was a force, an intensity, that grew with every word.

      Kagran’s mouth opened, his lips forming into a snarl. The lines of black crept steadily up his chin; his facial features shifted. His look, once regal and prim, was now disheveled, more feral than civilized. His head nodded unnaturally in a sign of understanding. The devious light of greed rekindled in his eyes.

      Tev took an uneasy step away from his father.

      “I’ll give this to you if you can answer one simple question,” Ryl growled. “Tell me the name of the life you drained to produce this?”

      The silence was deafening.

      Kagran’s agitation grew, his body racked with emotion. He shook with anger. The hatred poured from him. Ryl felt the hint of the unnaturally forced emotion. The black lines now stained his cheeks, racing ever higher up his face.

      Ryl stood, stepping back from the seething wreck of the devolving lord.

      “Perhaps that was too difficult,” he noted. “Then give me the name of the boy who stands behind me.”

      Lord Kagran could barely contain the raw, unfiltered emotions that drove his body to the brink. The stain reached his scalp, melding into his hairline as it covered his head. Ryl held the dose above his head, turning slowly as he addressed the group, though he remained focused on the lord.

      “Give me the name of any that your greed, your lust for power has sentenced to death,” Ryl thundered.

      The slow arc of Ryl’s rotation again ended on Tev. The young man now stood several meters from where his father quivered in anger.

      The cackle that grew from where Lord Kagran remained began as a muffled rumble before swelling into a maniacal peal. His body shifted as he leveraged himself to his feet. The motion was awkward, more of an unnatural slithering as he shifted from side to side. Several horrified gasps escaped the lips of the nobles forced to watch the scene.

      Once upright, Lord Kagran adopted a pose that was as disturbing as his rise. His torso was hunched, leaning slightly forward. His arms dangled limp at his sides, swaying gently; his fingers twitched as they slapped against his legs as they passed. Both of his shoulders had rolled forward in a gruesome pose, almost as if both joints had separated. His face was the last to rise.

      Blood smeared the left side of his cheek, flowing freely from a gash on his forehead. The stain was crimson, though streaks of black oozed from the wound. The demon that remained where Kagran once stood was no longer human in more than figure alone.

      Ryl made eye contact with Tev; their gaze held for what seemed like an eternity. In his eyes, he saw a wealth of emotion. Horror and revulsion dominated, yet underneath, there was understanding, there was compassion. Not once did his gaze stray hungrily to the vial in his hand. He matched his judgmental gaze without fear or hesitation. The undeniable spark Ryl had longed to witness flickered in the depths.

      Hope.

      Ryl answered with a focused wave of the matching emotion.

      What he saw reflected back was a chance for meaningful change. For the kingdom. For the tributes.

      For the future.

      With a flick of his wrist, Ryl tossed the vial, the last of the Blessing of the King, toward Tev. The young man’s eyes went wide as he raised his hands to catch the offering. A gasp echoed from the mouths of many as all eyes in the room watched the slow rotation and lazy arc of the vial as it cut through the tension that had choked the air.

      Tev caught the offering, quickly enveloping it with both hands, bringing the precious package close to his chest. His eyes darted cautiously around the room. The understanding of the dangers that were likely to come were daunting. The nobles he knew would just as quickly stab him in the back to steal their prize as they would entreat for the elixir.

      A few meters away, Lord Kagran quivered uncontrollably where he stood. The dark streaks of the nexela webbed out as they covered his scalp. The last to change were his eyes. The whites, though yellowed with age, shifted to black, the stain spreading out as a drop of ink does in water.

      Without a sound, Kagran lunged for his son.

      There was no time for Tev to react. He watched as his death was imminent. The chilling realization that it would be at the hands and jaws of his father was crippling. The demon, the taint that now controlled the remains of Lord Kagran moved with the unnatural speed of the Horde. He would be too slow to react, too slow to mount a defense against the attack.

      Ryl was not.
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      Time stopped as Ryl lunged forward, eating into the distance between where he stood and the impending collision of the hope for the future and the devastation of the past. Tev shrank away from the demon that remained in possession of his father’s corrupted body. Kagran’s mouth widened in an unnatural snarl, his head cocked to the side at an awkward angle. His fingers were contorted, bent into a jagged pose, appearing more like claws than human digits.

      The winds swelled for an instant around Ryl’s right arm. He let the burning blade fade as he released a focused gust of wind into the torso of the charging lord. The blast sent his aged body reeling. His hands and feet squealed as they slid across the floor before crashing into the back of the line of Lei Guards at his rear. The black-cloaked warriors barely flinched in acknowledgment of his presence.

      Ryl released his hold on the speed as Lord Kagran scrambled to his feet. The tainted lord wheeled around, eager to resume his charge. Ryl slipped behind Tev, placing his body between the pair. Kagran hunched forward, splaying his arms out to either side. His fingers twitched unnaturally as his greedy glare shifted to one of insult as the phrenic blocked his prey.

      The sound that gargled up from his throat was shocking. The noise was a disturbing combination of hiss, growl and shriek. Particles of blood and spit flew from his mouth. The lethal determination in his eyes cut through Ryl as if he weren’t there. His focus rested firmly on the object of his desire clutched protectively in the hands of his son.

      As his challenge died in his throat, Lord Kagran charged forward again. Ryl gritted his teeth as he steeled himself for what was to come. The wicked snarl distorted, adding hints of a devious smile as he closed on Ryl. He charged with an unbridled confidence that no force of nature could withstand his assault.

      The pain tore through Ryl’s left arm as he pulled the power of the alexen back into control. Water welled in the corners of his eyes as the agony filled them with tears. The skin burned as the tattoo inverted. The instant stretched on for an eternity, the torturous pain unending as the scarred sun again took its place in the crook of his arm. The tingle and the glow of the energy crackled as it rushed to his fingertips.

      The blade of white light sprouted from his hand.

      Ryl stepped to the side of the charging demon, easily ducking under his errant slash. With the dormant handle of the Leaves in his right hand, he chopped at the legs of the passing lord. With a roar of anger and pain, he spilled forward, sliding to a stop a meter before Tev. Undeterred by the interruption, he again slithered to its feet, wheeling around for another charge.

      Ryl lunged in front of him as he surged forward. The glowing white blade that formed around his left hand punched through Kagran’s heart. The momentum, once fueled by the unnatural power of the Horde, struck him with a weight that barely registered. The pressure applied was light, no greater than that of a withered body leaning gently against his fist for support.

      The rush of darkness that Ryl felt flow into his body was substantial. The Lei Guard ringing the room turned again, eyeing the disruption at their rear. Fearing their reprisal, Ryl gritted his teeth, allowing the inversion of the tattoos to commence. The pain had yet to recede from the last shift as he forced his body to undergo the change again.

      A gurgle rose from Lord Kagran’s chest. His eyes, burning with hatred and desire, locked onto Ryl’s for a moment. In that instant, the blackness shifted. The whites of his eyes churned, resolving into their original aged yellow. The black stains that webbed across his face receded, creeping down his neck until only his withered aged skin remained. The pressure of his body weighed heavier on Ryl, as if the phrenic was the only force holding his body aloft.

      The expression on his face morphed before his eyes. From the devilish snarl to unending remorse, the emotions played out in the span of a few moments. He gasped for air as his skin wrinkled and cracked as it withered. His gaze shifted beyond Ryl to his son standing a step behind.

      Lord Kagran winced in pain as he struggled to swallow. He opened his mouth as if to speak; nothing but a sickening, wet gurgle emerged. His head slumped as the final breath escaped from his lungs. Ryl caught the lord as he toppled to the floor. He laid the dead man’s body down with more tender care than his blackened soul deserved before moving to give Tev space.

      “What was he?” Tev’s voice was nothing more than a whisper.

      “He is the product of greed.” Ryl spoke. “The quest for eternal life, milked from the tortured arms of the children you auction to the highest bidder, is infused with the corruption of the nexela, the blood of the Horde. The addiction has no end. The dependence is eternal. You’ve borne witness to the ravages it produces. Once removed, the body will not sustain itself.”

      Tev’s gaze lingered on the devolving wreckage of what used to be his father. After a moment, he raised his eyes to the vial in his hand before reaching Ryl’s.

      “What will you have us do?” Tev’s face turned pensive as the reality of the moment began to settle in.

      “What will I have you do?” Ryl glared. “I am neither your master nor your conscience. It is not my place to govern, neither is it the phrenics’, save for the pursuit of those you call tributes and their families. The Ascertaining Decree ends today. The testing ends. Disobey me and I’ll be your executioner.”

      Tev swallowed audibly at the statement.

      “The rumors of your skills were less exaggerated than we believed,” he added. “You’re kind kill with impunity; you’ll butcher us without mercy.”

      “Our kind?” Ryl cursed. His voice thundered through the hall. “Our kind, as you put it, seek only to defend ourselves. The phrenics once existed side by side with mankind. That version of history has been erased from the collective consciousness of the kingdom through generations of lies. The knowledge, the true history of this kingdom, will be available for any who are willing to listen.”

      Tev’s vision broke from Ryl’s, scanning the inhabitants of the room. Only the quiet weeping and moans of the injured broke the morbid silence of the chamber.

      “Will the soldiers of your house follow you?” Ryl asked, breaking the quiet surveillance of Tev.

      “Aye, some will. Certainly, others won’t.” He took a moment to answer; his gaze lingered on his father’s remains.

      “As will be the case with many,” Ryl noted. “Though there will be no hiding the mortality that any who’ve consumed the elixir now face. The time they’ve stolen will catch up with them, as you’ve just seen. Others will devolve into madness. Any shred of the man you once knew had been long consumed by the darkness he willingly accepted.”

      Ryl turned, walking back to his companions, who remained grouped together in the center of the room.

      “Damaris has no easy road ahead of them,” he offered. “I hope that in a changed world, we can one day find trust again.”

      Ryl inclined his head as he passed into a stream of sunlight that broke through the windows above. The sensation of the sun on his face was peculiar. He’d grown accustomed to the comforting feel of the hood and shadows that concealed his identity. Exposed as he was, he felt naked.

      “The choice is yours. Choose to extend your life, choose to make yourself rich beyond comparison, or destroy it. Your action will define the course of history.” Ryl turned once he reached his companions. “Understand that we will not allow the Ascertaining Decree and its tenets to stand. As you’ve hunted those who’ve chosen their children’s lives over gold, we will show no remorse. We will raze the kingdom to the ground if we have to. Though our numbers are few, do not doubt the strength and resolve that flows within our veins. Thousands of cycles of pent-up rage are waiting for release. Keep in mind, the horrors that visited Cadsae Proper have not disappeared from this world, merely departed for a time.”

      Tev looked at the vial in his hand, inspecting the liquid for a moment before casting his gaze in a wide tangent across the room.

      “Or you can take the next step in rebuilding a partnership that Damaris once enjoyed. I’ve given you my commitment.” Ryl pointed at the vial of black liquid that sloshed in his hand. “The choice is yours.”

      Reaching behind his back, he slid the dormant weapon back into its holster. With both hands he pulled the hood up over his head, shrouding his face in shadow.

      Tev’s sweep of the chamber ended as it reached Ryl and his companions. The weight of his decision was hefty. His eyebrows furrowed and relaxed as he concentrated on the small glass vial in his hands. On the importance of what it stood for. He raised the small glass in front of his face; he tilted his head to the side, squinting as he let the sunlight pass through the black liquid. He rolled it side to side in his outstretched hand, watching as the liquid sloshed inside.

      After a few, long moments of observation, he broke off his stare with a subtle shake of his head. He lowered his gaze to meet Ryl’s. The determination in his eyes was fierce, yet the tint of fear was undeniable.

      With a halfhearted smile, he opened his hand. The vial rolled sluggishly off his fingertips, plummeting to the polished stone below.

      The shattering of glass reverberated across the kingdom.
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      There was no disguising the cloud of dust that foretold their passage along the Kingsway. In the days that passed before they abandoned the capital, the rain that had saturated the ground evaporated, leaving only dry soil and the thin sheet of dirt that coated the road. The passing of their increased numbers was impossible to hide. Arriving at the city under the cover of darkness, they had been a force a little over a dozen strong. Their numbers had swelled substantially since then.

      Ryl cast a glance at the inverted tattoos that painted his left arm. The exposed skin was relegated to his hand, the darkness pushed back to a wavering line just above his wrist. The hushed, darkened whispers were fleeting. Unprovoked, they plagued his mind with images of destruction and death, yet their desires were subdued. Though they tested still, they understood the strength that commanded their obedience.

      It had been a meager group of phrenics, unawakened, Vigil and guard who had stormed the Deliverance only days earlier. Their party had been bolstered.

      Ryl’s original companions rode in formation nearly a quarter of a mile ahead of his current position. Their shifts were calculated; some rode while others rested in the wagon they had commandeered. A hundred meters ahead of the carriage, a mounted contingent, riding two abreast, provided the elongated vanguard of the party. The black cloaks of the several hundred Lei Guard flapped in the gentle breeze that blew in from the coast.

      Their return to The Stocks was overdue. Time was fast approaching when they would vacate the protection of the walls, leaving the hideout in the hallowed woods for the hidden city hundreds of miles to the west. Few reports had reached the capital from Cadsae Proper. Word spoke of the army’s dissolution. Others told of the rout of the forces who’d protected the tributes. Ryl felt the agitation grow with every passing moment.

      Would he arrive to find any of his friends alive?

      Would they have heeded the warnings, retreating to the safety of the woods before the forces of the kingdom turned on them?

      They would push on as quickly as they could. He was tied now to a force far more deadly than most could comprehend. The Lei Guard respected power.

      They followed him.

      Ryl’s vision roved over the last of the estates that dominated their vision since leaving the capital behind. He was happy to be rid of the glut of excess that had oozed from every facet of the design of those closest to the city. Here, at the terminus of their influence, he found himself strangely morose. This far outside the capital, the land bordering the road was populated by the tier of society who clung desperately to their wealth and illusion of influence. Too wealthy to be poor, yet far from poor enough to be considered noble. They existed on the fringe of nobility, though one’s wealth was a poor measuring stick for such a classification. He pitied the meager mansions of the last among the honored nobles who vied for the attention of their proximity to Leremont.

      To the throne.

      Whether it was at the hands of the parade of black-cloaked warriors at their head or merely coincidence, the road was eerily quiet. They had passed no one in the last few hours of travel. The events of the last several days had defined the kingdom, set it on a path that it must follow, no matter the struggles. The apprehension was a palpable feeling as it hung heavily over the air.

      Elements within all classes would resist. There was always the possibility of armed conflict. Strife was inevitable. Bloodshed was inevitable. Greed and the thirst for dominance over those who one thought were inferior were ingrained in the very fabric of humanity.

      Simply ending the abhorred process of the Ascertaining Decree and the Harvest was a start. Freeing the tributes was a necessary step, yet there was much yet to be accomplished. Ryl had turned the kingdom over to a youth barely old enough to be a man. His fortitude would be tested in the days to come. Would he stand, or would he fall?

      That was up to him.

      Ryl closed his eyes, tilting his head back, letting the slowly waning sun warm his naked face. There were few times when he rode comfortably outside the security and shadow of his phrenic cloak. Though the security and power of its cover was absolute, he no longer felt the need to disguise his face at all times. It was well beyond time that society learned to accept the brands that marked the necks of those they’d sought to enslave.

      They were free now. A force to be reckoned with.

      A force to be defended at all costs.

      At his side, Andr let out a muffled chuckle at his casual enjoyment of the sunshine. The mercenary had followed him to the edges of the world and back. He was an ever-present staple. Andr was one of the few whom he trusted openly with all. There was a look in his eyes that was disconcerting. A hesitance that was uncommon to his determined manners. His gaze frequently roved over the northern horizon, over the estates to the northern side of the road.

      There was little Ryl could do about the shift in his friend’s mood. The mercenary was tight-lipped in the best of situations. They had grown accustomed to each other’s company. He trusted the mercenary implicitly. He owed him his life. When the time was right, he knew whatever was bothering him would be laid bare.

      Their horses moved at a steady trot, hungrily eating up the miles between them and their destination. A solitary wagon paused at the exit to the last estate to the north. From a distance, he could see the driver and his passengers shrink back as he cautiously watched the column of Lei Guard rumble past. The man at the reins sighed along with his female companion. Their relief was evident as he urged his modest carriage into the road, hastening toward the capital once the soldiers were safely in the distance.

      Without warning, Andr pulled his mount to a stop. Ryl was a few steps shorter, though he circled back, pausing along the mercenary’s left flank.

      “What is it?” Ryl quizzed. The tangent of Andr’s eyes was fixed ahead on the carriage approaching steadily from the west. It was a moment before he replied. His normally confident voice was a whisper as he spoke.

      “Do you remember the last night we left Lord Eligar?” The question was abstract. It took a moment for Ryl to picture the scene of their departure among the naval battle that boomed in the distance. The looks of both Fay and Andr stood out as they spoke discreetly at a distance.

      “Aye, what was it that Lord Eligar needed to say?” he quizzed.

      Ryl watched as the mercenary calculated the words before speaking. The wagon, hastening from the scourge of the Lei Guard, approached with speed. The driver and his companion cast routine glances behind at the apparition that had passed. As they approached, the presence of a third passenger became evident. A female, younger than the pair at the head of the wagon, lounged in the rear, though her discomfort at the column of death that rode past was apparent.

      “Your wisdom, as always, is well beyond your cycles.” He sighed. As he watched the approaching carriage, the pace of his words increased as if powered by an uncommon nervousness. “You’re young enough to be my son, yet it was you who gave him, gave me, the chance, the choice to come to terms with the demons that haunted our past. In the history of The Stocks, Cray might have been the only to have received that opportunity. In the eyes of his father, that is an act truly worthy to be called a blessing of the kingdom.”

      Ryl squinted his eyes as he focused solely on the mercenary at his side. The ramblings were disturbingly uncharacteristic from the hardened warrior.

      “Do you want to see your family, Ryl?” Andr whispered.

      The words rippled through Ryl’s body; he shuddered as the emotions coursed through his veins. The nightmares had plagued his mind for cycles. His father’s face had haunted his dreams nightly, tormenting him as he sought a measure of peace, of rest. Though he struggled to see their faces, he could barely remember his mother. The last fleeting images of his sister were of her face buried in her hands. She’d wept openly into her palms.

      Ryl’s eyes tracked the motion of the wagon as it passed along the opposite side of the road. The driver and passengers still cast frequent glances behind them, watching the backs of the retreating black-cloaked warriors. As the pair in the front turned their attention to his, he felt his heart skip a beat.

      The women closest to him looked tired, withered by the rigors of life. The glow of her skin had faded with subsequent cycles of worry and hardship. The face of the man at her side gave him pause.

      Though weathered by the ravages of age, it was a face he’d recognize anywhere.

      It was the face of his father.

      Ryl felt the emotion surge in his veins. The urge to pull the Leaves from their holsters was fierce. The dark whispers pleaded for the satisfaction only bloodshed could bring. The alexen in his veins were surprisingly still.

      It took a moment to identify the source of the calm that flowed through him. The sensation was not the product of forced emotion. Not the machinations of the divergent powers that flowed through his body.

      It pulsed from him.

      The pair at the head of the wagon viewed him cautiously as they rolled past. Their eyes met, yet the moment was fleeting. No surprise. No recognition dawned on their features. They averted their gazes, concentrating on the road ahead and the threats at their rear.

      The younger woman riding in the rear of the wagon was the last to meet his gaze. She studied the mercenary before watching him carefully for a moment. She too turned away, though there was something about her look that gave him pause. He watched their retreating wagon, listening to the hammering of his heartbeat in his chest.

      Without warning, the young woman in the back of the wagon whipped her head around. Her mouth hung open as the spark of recognition dawned across her features. The color seemed to leach from her face; she stumbled backward into the wagon.

      Ryl met her gaze for a moment before turning his gaze to Andr. The clarity and the peace was sobering.

      “I have them at my side. The rest await under the boughs of the woods,” he replied.

      He cast a single glance over his shoulder at the wagon rapidly receding toward the capital. His sister had covered her mouth with her hands. Tears streamed down her face. The look was not unlike the last he’d seen of her so many cycles earlier.

      “Let’s go.” Ryl’s voice was emphatic. “There’s nothing for me here.”

      Andr grinned as he offered a subtle nod.

      Ryl pulled the cloak up over his head as he spurred his horse toward the west.
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