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      The wind was biting. Even by the standards of the normally blustery coast. The gusts knifed their way inland, skewering clothing, stinging any exposed flesh. Le’Dral tugged up at his collar, seeking to protect his unprotected neck, though the effort produced little relief. At least the briny tang of the Sea of Prosper overwhelmed the stale odor of ash and death that had become an unwelcome, yet consistent visitor.

      His eyes scanned the moonlit horizon to the south. The rolling sea sparkled as it was jostled by the tumult of the wind. The shimmering reflections flashed for a moment before being swallowed by the turbulent waters. Frothing waves pummeled the breakwater blocking the port. Along the seawall that stretched the length of much of the city, they slammed against the stone, splashing over the cobblestone road that bordered the water.

      There were none to complain as the spray and surf escaped the sea, soaking the road. The city was a ghost town.

      At the late king’s bidding, the Horde, the demons from the wastes of the Outlands, had butchered all in their path. The wails of men, women and children echoed through his brain. A perpetual torment that would haunt him for the remainder of his days.

      He shuddered at the memory. The agonized cries still pierced the inner reaches of his mind. He doubted they would ever silence their anguished cries. They had saved those they could, those who would listen to their pleas.

      Still, it was only a precious few. The loss of life far outnumbered the meager numbers of the survivors. Generations had been snuffed out in the span of a single evening.

      His vision tracked to the west. The walkway atop the southern palisade stretched for nearly fifteen miles, though it was only a few dozen meters before it was swallowed by the darkness. Pinpoints of light, torches or lanterns of the roving patrols, dotted the walkways and towers. Their watchful eyes trained on the endless darkness beyond the security of the sheer, solid walls.

      Cadsae, the meager namesake of the port city, only a few moons in the past had been nothing more than a meager settlement inside the gates that the tributes called their seasonal home. The village now was nearly unrecognizable. A vast tent city, a sea of cloth habitations, swelled around its outer edges, pushing its boundaries further into The Stocks. Though the night was nearing its middle, there were still many about in the maze of its newly constructed avenues. Only a few thousand citizens had survived the massacre. They were accompanied by an uncertain military force nearly eight thousand strong. Though he had served as the captain of the guard overseeing the garrison of Cadsae Proper for cycles, many in his newly constituted army were strangers to him.

      Their motivations undeclared. If all but publicly.

      There were few he could trust. Their numbers dwindled by the day. He had the disconcerted feeling that he was little more than a prisoner inside the very walls he’d defended for cycles. His motions were planned with care; his routines were broken for the sake of unpredictability. Even in the deep of night, he moved about under heavy guard of those he could trust.

      Le’Dral sighed as he scanned the horizon to the east. Nothing moved throughout the darkened shadows of the devastated city. The seas, though agitated, had seen no vessels since Ryl and his companions had departed with Lord Eligar’s fleet.

      He had felt the loss of security keenly as the disguised warriors made their clandestine departure. Though nothing had been announced, their absence had likely been noted. Grumblings from the soldiers, though said with uncertainty, spoke of their disappearance. He had learned to give heed to the rumbling of the men-at-arms. There was often a glimmer of truth, a nugget of intention in their conjecture.

      Le’Dral’s gaze stopped when it reached the eastern horizon. He squinted into the darkness, following the discolored shade of the Kingsway into the distance. Though far too early for the first of the sun’s rays, the land glowed with a wavering, dull orange.

      His body involuntarily tensed as the patrol approached along the top of the wall from the east. The clomp of heavy boots and the muffled slapping of scabbards on the legs of the armed soldiers echoed through the night. He felt the presence of his guards as they constricted around his position.

      The lead of the incoming patrol held a torch out in front of his body. Even in the darkness, Le’Dral could tell the man was tall, standing nearly a head above him. The voice that lilted through the night was authoritative, yet missing the curt tone that was so commonplace among the officers.

      He recognized the timbre immediately. His hand moved from the pommel of his sword.

      “The horizon burns,” came the voice from the dark.

      “Aye, Captain Cipri. They’ve moved closer, likely just beyond the crest of the hill now,” Le’Dral added. He felt the tension ease, as the loyalty of his peer was unquestioned. The captain had followed Lord Eligar on a fool’s mission. Knowingly risking all in defense of Ryl. In defense of the tributes.

      They had arrived in time to be the saviors of what remained of Cadsae Proper. He walked with a small contingent of his men, though there were a few unmistakable cloaks of the Vigil mixed among their number.

      “The dedication of our fealty is expected tomorrow, if I’m not mistaken,” Cipri intoned. “Has there been no news from Ryl?”

      “None was expected, though the fact that the ranks have thinned substantially over the last few days speaks clearly. His penchant for causing trouble has grown legendary.” A small, yet genuine smile pulled up on the corners of Le’Dral’s lips. “The force is sizable, roughly equal to our own if the scouts are correct.”

      Cipri stopped, leaning his lanky body against the stone crenulation, casting his vision back to the east.

      “I fear the force from within will be far more troublesome than the army outside the walls,” Le’Dral whispered as he moved to the officer’s side.

      “Aye,” Cipri groaned. “We could certainly use their arms. Their presence will be missed.”

      “We pile more on their shoulders daily.” Le’Dral sighed. “What we have will have to be enough. We will weather this storm on our own.”

      Cipri nodded in silent assent, though his mind clearly struggled with a thought.

      Le’Dral smiled at his fellow captain. A stranger until a little over a moon earlier, the man’s loyalty was unquestioned. His command over his troops and the respect they paid him in return were a welcome sight.

      “Speak freely, my friend,” he offered.

      Cipri grinned as he nodded again. “How will we know that they were successful in their task?” A note of concern flashed across the face of Lord Eligar’s captain before returning to its usual stoic norm.

      Le’Dral thought for a moment before responding. In truth, it was a question that he’d struggled with internally, not wanting to voice the concern for fear of giving the thought life.

      “The mere fact that the army massing to the east has thinned speaks to the prospect that they may have already found some measure of success.” His voice was hushed, loud enough for only the captain at his side to overhear. “We will not know the truth until their party returns. Fear not, you, better than most, understand the devastating power Ryl alone holds. Given the impetus, he could likely raze the kingdom on his own. Coupled with the other phrenics, I have little doubt they’ll allow a result that is not of their liking.”

      For a few moments, the two captains said nothing, both seemingly lost in thought as they surveyed the ruins of the razed city. Their respective guards formed a wall around them, granting a measure of peace.

      Momentary though it was to be.

      The sound of hurried footsteps broke through their hushed reverence like thunder. From the west, a solitary runner approached their position atop the palisade. Breathing heavily, the guard offered a salute before standing tall, awaiting the captain. Even in the dark, Le’Dral could see his eyes cautiously survey the group that surrounded the captains.

      The man and his loyalties were known well.

      “What news?” Le’Dral inquired, returning the salute.

      “Captain. The common house. The signal,” he gasped between breaths.

      Though the reality was long understood, Le’Dral felt a pit form in his stomach as his eyes turned toward the swelling village of Cadsae. He stalked across the top of the wall, leaning against the inner railing, studying the interior.

      His vision tracked along the row of three common houses set in the shadow of the eastern palisade. The original homes of the tributes. At the final building in the group, a solitary figure leaned against the outer wall, just to the side of the door. Le’Dral watched for a moment as the character made himself comfortable, seemingly gaining a measure of peace from the crowded confines of the congested dorm. After a few moments, his hand nonchalantly worked the shutter on the lantern in apparent idle fidgeting.

      The pattern of flashes was unmistakable.

      “Captain Cipri, rouse your troops,” Le’Dral grumbled. His eyes were fixed on the rhythmic pulses of light from the common house. “Send riders to collect the phrenics. It’s time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ryl held his hands out, waving them slowly before the flames of the meager campfire. The heat was present, yet it seemed to reflect off his body, doing little to cut through the chill that had lingered for days. His skin acted as an impervious barrier to the rejuvenating warmth of the blaze.

      The icy sensation was all encompassing.

      It was a chill that coated every fiber of his being. A bitter drop in temperature, like being confined to the darkness of a thick, black shadow.

      He was weary.

      They’d pushed hard over the past two days, yet there was still a considerable distance to cover. The sails of Lord Eligar’s armada had long faded into the distance. There was no fleet he trusted to hasten their return to The Stocks. They were all mounted, though they moved with consideration for the horses that labored to carry them to their destination.

      Though days had passed since leaving the capital, they had been expectantly detained in Leremont. The reverberations of their actions still echoed through the royal city. With the hasty departure of each tainted noble, with the retreat of every gilded entourage, the dramatics faltered slightly, yet the uncertainty lingered. It was a palpable sensation, hanging over the city like a cloud.

      Few who had attended the Deliverance remained long beyond the moment Tev destroyed the last vial of the Blessing. They had witnessed the madness, the taint of the nexela taking hold, turning Lord Kagran into a demon. The self-appointed regent had fallen on his own son with claws and teeth as the darkness he’d allowed inside, the greed took control. The audience, the lords and ladies of the kingdom, vaunted heads of the great houses, fought amongst each other like savages.

      Ryl had provided the son of the self-appointed king the choice. To his surprise, Tev had proven more empathetic than what was to be expected.

      Though only time would tell his fortitude, he saw no deceit in the young man’s eyes. His words lacked the undertones of distrust and greed that were ever present among many of his peers.

      True to his word, the army of his house had followed his command. There were dissenters, yet they were few in number and volume. The power play that would descend upon his house from within would be crippling, yet for the moment, his control over the capital was secured.

      Riders had been dispatched to all corners of the kingdom, bringing word of the changes that had rocked the foundations of Damaris. The Ascertaining Decree, the testing, the confinement of the tributes would be no more.

      The road to freedom from persecution was long and winding, yet the seed had been planted. It would take nurturing to grow. Ryl feared that it would be watered by blood.

      He looked up from the flames that had captivated his attention. Andr waited a few meters away; a mild look of concern graced his features as he watched.

      “You haven’t heard a word that I said, have you?” The mercenary approached as Ryl slid to the side, making room on the stump he used for a seat.

      “I’m sorry. I hate to admit I didn’t even notice you were there,” Ryl groaned. The distraction, his shocking lack of attention was disturbing. The fear that followed in its wake jarred his system back into its normal preparedness. His heart thundered in his chest. He frantically scanned the surroundings with his mindsight. All was as it had been moments early. The same disturbing image greeted his vision.

      The glowing, golden signatures of the phrenics glimmered like beacons in the darkness. He noted the faint aura of the boy, Pater, as he huddled close to the group currently resting at the edge of the treeline behind him. A great mass of charcoal signatures remained motionless only twenty meters to their west. The individual forms were tightly grouped, appearing as if they were one single unit.

      The Lei Guard waited where he had commanded them to remain.

      Ryl looked down at the black tattoo that covered his exposed left arm. He flexed his fist, watching as the markings shifted in response. The line of black crept slightly upward, shifting upward, away from his knuckles.

      “You should get some sleep, Ryl.” The hints of fatherly concern that tinted the mercenary’s voice were potent. “The phrenics will stand guard. I will stand guard. You needn’t shoulder this burden alone.”

      Ryl smiled at the statement. He appreciated the sentiment, yet he knew the notion was far too enticing to fully entertain. With a tingling wave of sensation, the agitation rolled through his body.

      “There is no one else to bear this weight, Andr,” Ryl snapped. He immediately felt the pang of regret, as his words were unjustly harsh. He inhaled a deep steadying breath, calming his internal upheaval before he responded again.

      “Aye, my friend. I’ll rest soon enough.” He sighed. “I’m sorry for the tone of my voice.”

      Andr grinned, placing a hand on his shoulder. No words needed to be said. The compassion and support in his eyes spoke volumes.

      Ryl was keenly aware of the weariness that had seeped into his bones. Though his body still rippled with energy as the alexen coursed through his veins, they struggled to combat the chill of the darkness that had taken over.

      That he’d allowed to assume control.

      “The Lei Guard have shown no signs of questioning my command. The authority I’ve asserted over them is finite, yet there is far too much to risk.” Ryl groaned. “They are but a fraction of the dreaded army that they once were. Still, we are drastically outnumbered. Were they to defy my order, were they to test my lapse in direct control, even in the daylight we’d be hard-pressed. Unarmed as they currently are, they are still lethal. I fear that in the darkness, few would survive the onslaught.”

      Andr frowned, averting his gaze to the fire at his feet. He kicked idly at an errant ember that had long since escaped the flames. The Lei Guard had been disarmed, yet they were unbound. The black-cloaked guard had followed Ryl’s orders without question. When they moved, their group plodded ahead of him and his companions, a great black wall that stretched across the road before them. They rode in silence, verbally communicating with neither each other nor any outside their number. When the group rested, the Lei Guard quickly tended to their mounts, devoured their rations of food and water, and slept in neat, orderly lines.

      There had been little they could do with the score that had fallen to Ryl’s blinding energy at the onset of the Deliverance. Though their group was large, numbering nearly three hundred, they travelled light and fast. There were no menders among their group. There was no space to carry the incapacitated in that number, to house the extra rations needed to sustain their comatose bodies. The ten who had survived remained in the capital, placed under heavy guard and medical supervision. There was no telling if or when they would rise.

      “All the phrenics will be awake shortly, Andr,” Ryl added. His voice carried a weight, an annoyed force that disturbed him as he listened to the sounds issue from his mouth. “As we discussed, I’ll rest then. A few hours will be enough.”

      Though he spoke with an emphatic force that was undeniable, internally, the struggle remained. The chill was all encompassing. The whispers, the vile temptations to paint the surrounding landscape with blood had swelled to a roar. In the brief interludes when he’d relegated the darkness within, inverting the markings on his skin, his ears had whistled with a high-pitched whine. Allowing the now stained sun of his tattooed left arm to shine was mildly comforting, yet there was no disguising the lingering reminder of the sheer volume of the darkness that resided within him.

      The weight of the shadow threatened to crush him. The alexen in his veins struggled to maintain their foothold against the mounting pressure. At times, it seemed that it was through sheer will alone that he remained in full control of his capacities.

      The perpetual presence of the darkness had clouded his mind; he still rippled with a lingering sensation of a far-off call. Though separated by hundreds of miles, it was as if the voice of the Erlyn rang in his ears. Her airy voice whispered on the wind as she called to him from afar.

      The ancient forest would again prove to be his savior.

      Andr’s gaze remained on him for a few moments. The tension of his close observation was grating. Ryl repressed the feeling of annoyance that bubbled up in his core. From deep within, a whisper cut through the rage of the darkness. It was lucid in its intent, yet the voice itself felt sour, tainted by malevolence and hate. It reacted to Andr’s words with supreme distrust.

      Ryl shook his head, forcing the offending voices from his mind. He knew the look on his face was pained. He understood that the mercenary above anyone else would comprehend the expression.

      “We need to make haste,” he whispered. “I will rest fully when we reach the Erlyn. When they are safely in the care of the woods.”

      “That will be several days’ journey at best, Ryl,” Andr noted. “We make good time, yet it will likely take a week to reach the shadow of the woods. That is without … delays.”

      Ryl grinned at his mercenary friend. The man who in all the world knew him the best.

      “I’m certain that we will meet a contingent of the army,” he admitted. “Yet every moment that passes where we don’t encounter their group makes me fear more for the safety of The Stocks.”

      They had encountered a scarce number of stragglers traveling along the road. The majority of those who crossed their path were guards. The soldiers spoke of the dissolution of their mixed force. Their army had been sent by Lord Kagran to bolster the initial force that was encamped within a day’s march from Cadsae Proper.

      Many heeded Ryl’s exaggerated warning that the self-appointed regent was usurping the powers of their houses. Though the pretense by which the message arrived was untrue, he had little doubt that the greed of Lord Kagran would have one day sought to accomplish the feat. The doubt and division he prodded had been long sowed in the minds of the force. It had festered.

      With his subtle assistance, the mood had soured beyond repair. Guard turned against guard. The overwhelming concern for their house’s prosperity and power outweighed their loyalty to the regent who had claimed control after King Lunek the Third’s demise.

      With no bloodline to follow, Lord Kagran had usurped the throne, claiming it by the might of his greater numbers. Few, aside from those within his own house, approved of the action. Even fewer of those who comprised the reserve army sent to bolster the first trusted his word. Some of the divisions among the force had turned violent; few had been killed. Ancient rivalries reared their heads, yet mass combat had been avoided, as the desire to protect their lords and lands was now paramount.

      “We will undoubtedly meet some resistance before we reach the palisades,” Ryl acknowledged. “I venture the sight of the Lei Guard will sap the will to fight from most, yet we shall see. We phrenics can also be a determined lot, as you well know.”

      He forced a small smile as he turned to his friend. Andr returned the expression in part. Both understood the concerns that darkened the expression. The hold over The Stocks was tenuous at best. Time was not on their side. Le’Dral commanded a loyal, yet vastly outnumbered force. Even with the addition of the soldiers from House Eligar, there were far fewer whom they could trust.

      The mercenaries, the hunters, the hired blades of the crumbling vestige of King Lunek’s power had picked away at them day by day. With no tributes to chase, the hunters satiated their bloodlust on the lives of the survivors of the massacre that their king had wrought.

      It had been nearly five days since they disrupted the Deliverance. Ryl expected that the floodgates would have opened that same day. Le’Dral, at the command of the newly constituted Cadsae Guard, had been expected to concede their fealty to the kingdom in exchange for pardon.

      All knew it would be neither given, nor accepted. They would suffer a traitor’s death.

      Le’Dral was a capable and competent commander. His comprehension of the threat that loomed was stout. There was no doubt that he’d have contingencies in place. He’d not sit idly as the hunters slaughtered those loyal to his cause.

      Like Ryl and his companions, they were drastically outnumbered.

      Ryl’s eyes tracked a stray ember that swirled upward from the fire. He watched as the glowing ember landed on the back of his hand. It hissed as it made contact with his chilled skin.

      The pair remained silent, watching the greedy flames eat away at the wood as the moments stretched on. The sky was still shrouded in the thick darkness of the late night, yet clouds obscured any chance to see the stars. Ryl fought off the weariness as his mind reeled with worry. The alexen struggled to keep the darkness at bay. He could feel the screams from within as the taint desperately fought to increase its hold.

      He’d have to relinquish his control of the darkness soon. The agonizing fear of the inversion of his tattoos was an unwelcome yet necessary task. Given the freedom from the power of the darkness that resided within his core, would the attitudes of the Lei Guard shift?

      A stab of concern knifed through his body. At his side, Andr tensed as the external sensation affected him as well. Ryl felt the presence approach moments before he noted it with his mindsight. A phrenic approached with haste. The others stirred where they slept, roused by the alarm. Cloaked in dark grey, nothing more than a darker shadow against the backdrop of the night, a solitary figure slipped silently from the tree line.

      Paelec nodded as he neared their location. His movements were silent.

      “The scouts in the woods have retreated,” he noted without preamble. “They’ve found their target; now they return to rejoin their host. It’s time for you to get what rest you can. I fear your sleep will be interrupted.”
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      Ryl found that rest came with little difficulty. He sat on his thin bedroll a few meters from the heat of the fire. His mindsight tracked the motion of the Lei Guard as he forced the alexen back into his control. The pain was excruciating. The agony lingered for moments as he gingerly massaged his arm. He doubted the sensation was something he’d ever grow accustomed to. The sun, streaked with black, still blazed on his arm, yet the Lei Guard remained motionless.

      The alexen wasted no time reclaiming the territory it had lost. It surged through his veins, spreading a calming warmth that bit through a layer of the chill that had permeated his body. There was an undeniable sensation of concern that followed in their wake. The whispering darkness still grumbled in his mind, yet the ferocity had diminished.

      He watched for a few moments, confirming that the phrenics had reached their positions before laying his body down. The chill from the ground beneath the thin bedroll was profound. His body trembled from the cold. The sting of the inversion of his tattoos had yet to fade before sleep took hold.

      The muffled padding of footsteps on the ground around him snapped him from his slumber. Instinctively, the vision flashed before him as his mindsight scanned the area. He’d identified the positions of his phrenic companions and the Lei Guard before his eyes could resolve the images in the murky light.

      Night had stretched beyond the lengthy transition from inky blackness to deep violet. The trill of the insects had silenced; a low moan of the wind sang in the background. The vision at hand was alarming.

      “Ryl, get up.” Nielix slid to a stop at his side. The anxiety in his voice was unrestrained. A heavy sensation of concern washed over Ryl, pulsing from the phrenics, who were all on the move.

      Ryl reached his feet before the Vigil could offer a hand to assist. His slumber couldn’t have lasted more than an hour. He knew the weariness would rear its head again, and soon, yet for the moment, his adrenaline and the agitation of the alexen overpowered his tiredness.

      The image his mindsight presented was frantic. His heart raced as the signatures showed motion, yet the intent was unknown. The glowing orbs that represented the phrenics hastened to surround their group. The black mass of the Lei Guard churned violently, agitated by some unseen force.

      Ryl steeled himself, readying his surging emotions to combat the debilitating assault of the black-cloaked warriors. His left hand squeezed its grip on the wooden shaft, wrenching a single of the Leaves from the holster behind his back. The gust of wind swelled around his right arm.

      “Nielix, take Dav; stay with Pater,” he ordered, knowing the Vigil, whose trust had once been in question, whose dereliction had caused the death of a phrenic, would follow without hesitation. He crossed beyond the fragile halo of the dying fire in a bound, joining the constricting ring of his phrenic companions.

      The black signatures of the Lei Guard froze for a moment as he reached his position between Paelec and Ramm. A high-pitched whistle shrieked through the night.

      He knew the sound.

      “Arrows,” he screamed as the torrent of wind whipped around his right arm.

      From slightly behind his position, the sky flashed with a swelling orange light. He followed the crackle of fire and trail of smoke as Vox’s fireball hurtled overhead.

      Ryl dipped into the speed in his veins as the ball of flame detonated in the air a few dozen meters to their front. The wash of searing heat had yet to reach their position as he released the wind that swelled around his arm. The flame had illuminated the flight of arrows still meters beyond the reach of the explosion. They were well past their apex, descending rapidly. The bolts would fall well short of his position, yet the Lei Guard would take the brunt of the assault.

      He slashed his right hand across the sky, grunting as the power of the wind tore from his arm. The arc of air sliced through the remnants of the explosion, spreading sparks and smoke across the skyline. For a moment, the clouded night sky lit with a wash of unnatural stars as the embers were carried by the wind.

      Ryl had anticipated the assault would be aimed at him or his companions. Their unseen attackers had either misjudged their position or labored to inflict as much damage as they could against the fearsome, remorseless Lei Guard. The violent appetite of the black-cloaked warriors was well known. The phrenics, though imbued with mysterious and awe-inspiring skills, were still much of an unknown.

      The assault reeked of desperation and hasty planning. The volley of arrows was staggered far too wide. Many of the bolts wobbled off target, hinting at the ill-trained nature of the archers on hand. Several dozen bolts screamed through the sky. A lethal yet modest number, hinting at the relatively small composure of the force.

      Even at the distance, the gout of wind shattered many of the arrows falling upon the unsuspecting Lei Guard. A sharp snapping of the wooden shafts reverberated through the night. The relief was not without flaw. The impact of the devastating wind was diminished as it struck the flight from afar. Multiple arrows shattered, raining their harmless shrapnel upon the individuals below; their fletching floated listlessly on the air. Yet several projectiles cut through the wind, finding flesh not the earth below. Having evaded the force of his gust, they fell indiscriminately among their victims.

      Unnatural screams and howls of pain filled the night as several of the arrows met their marks. The vocalizations sent a chill down Ryl’s spine.

      None resembled the cries of man.

      They were feral, inhuman tones from a foe he knew all too well.

      The Horde.

      The throbbing sensation in his left arm swelled.

      There was no doubt as to the attention of the shadowed signatures. As one, the mass darted to the west, hurtling through the night toward the unknown assailants.

      “Andr, stay with the Vigil and the boy,” Ryl shouted. “Vox and Paasek, stand guard. The rest, with me.”

      Without waiting for a response, Ryl darted forward, charging toward the retreating shapes of Lei Guard. The frantic sounds of conflict echoed through the night. Bloodcurdling screams of pain mingled with roars of both rage and fear.

      Wails that were more creature than man sounded through the night. The undeniable emotions of dread, hopelessness and fear hammered into him. He grasped the animosity that pulsed off the black-cloaked warriors. Ryl stumbled as he passed through the initial wash of sensations. Once beyond the outer limits of their effects, the diminished effect was noticeable.

      The targets, the focal points of the paralyzing emotions, were understood. What he experienced was but an afterthought, as the weight of their dread was directed elsewhere.

      Focused on the greater threat.

      Or opportunity?

      The chill rolled through him as he rushed in the wake of the Lei Guard. Unarmed, the black-cloaked warriors had been tame. Under his command, they had ridden well in advance of his group; none gave any hint of ill tidings to his command or his companions.

      When in control of the darkness that lurked within, his orders were absolute.

      They’d obeyed throughout the interludes when he allowed the alexen to again course through his veins.

      Ryl hadn’t the time to invert the tattoos, to call on the power that they would cede to unconditionally. With their dander up, would they cede to his undarkened command?

      What was it that drove them now?

      Was it survival or something far more devious?

      The sounds of the commotion that rang out in the distance shifted with every step. Unnatural howls from the tainted Lei Guard became few and far between. The bulk of the alarm, the panic and the pain sounded clearly from the lips of man.

      Ryl sprinted forward as a second of Vox’s fireballs streamed into the sky overhead. The tiny ball of flame burned with a blinding white light. He averted his eyes, as he understood the illumination that was to follow. With a soundless detonation, the night lit with a brilliant white light that bleached the surrounding landscape. Color muted into shades of white, black and grey. The glowing orb of light floated slowly toward the ground.

      The scene it revealed was revolting.

      He skipped over the bodies of a pair of fallen Lei Guard. An arrow protruded from the neck of one; two had punctured the other, one to the face, the other to the torso. Pools of blackened, tainted blood spread out around each of their corpses. Their bodies showed no signs of a signature in his mindsight. Several others lay motionless on the ground surrounding their campsite.

      What had begun as a surprise attack by the unknown soldiers had swiftly devolved into a massacre. Beyond the initial assault of arrows, there were only a few bodies of the Lei Guard scattered on the soil before him. They had fallen prey to blades as they charged the armed contingent with nothing but hands and emotion.

      Though several had been cut down in their initial surge, the tide had quickly shifted. Bodies of the attackers were spread across the ground. The first had been pummeled with fear and fists, yet with every fallen soldier, another of the dreaded black-cloaked warriors was armed. They fell upon the mass of unknown soldiers with a terrifying ferocity.

      The battle quickly shifted beyond the limits of Vox’s light. In the dim outskirts of the illumination, Ryl could see the force of man retreating as the wave of Lei Guard ravaged their line. Much like the Horde, the startled warriors fought with little coordinated effort. Their sheer power and ruthlessness were devastating.

      He skidded to a stop before he reached the fray, his phrenic companions holding position alongside. To his right, Paelec stood with an arrow nocked, ready to fire. On his left, Paasek loomed with a great sword in hand. The mighty phrenic’s chest heaved with every breath.

      Ryl squeezed his eyes together; the throbbing power had now become a constant burn. His left arm glowed with a pale white light as the force within begged for release. He struggled to control the surging energy. Robbing the Lei Guard of the taint at this moment would be a death sentence for far too many. They’d have no way of moving the unconscious bodies in time. The threat of his friends’ safety inside The Stocks was real. A stab of worry surged through his body.

      He screamed into the night, bellowing the order for the carnage to cease. There was no response to his calls.

      He growled, clenching his hands into fists tight enough to blanch his skin white. Through the hardened woodskin, he could still feel the pinch of the nails as they bit into his flesh. Ryl steeled himself for the pain he knew was to follow. Focusing on his left arm, concentrating on the blackness that lurked within, he inverted the tattoos. The agonizing, twisting sensation sent a chill through his body as the darkness raged through him. The throbbing pain that was a steadfast feeling while the alexen remained in full control vanished in the wake of the stinging transition.

      The satisfaction resounded from the darkness that cheered from within.

      The night was full of frantic calls to abandon the failed charge. The epicenter of the assault was less than twenty meters to his front; the wispy blackened signatures of the Lei Guard were spread out in a semicircle, cutting into the retreating soldiers. For a moment, he was thankful for the low light. The fields of wild grasses and low shrubs that covered the terrain would be splattered with crimson. The churned earth would be slick with a slurry of soil and blood.

      Ryl focused his will on the black signatures that appeared in his mindsight. His emotions were torn as he screamed his command into the night. The dreaded guard for a millennium had been the murderous hand of the king. Countless lives had been massacred at their tainted commands. The truth of their nature was only recently understood.

      They were all once tributes, like him. They had suffered endlessly at the hands of those to whom they were forced to cede their authority. Cursed as they were, there was yet hope for their redemption. The Erlyn had provided a solution to their plight.

      Ryl felt the weight of failure with every black-cloaked corpse that now littered the ground.

      It was yet another whom he had failed.

      The Lei Guard were only a fraction of the bodies that were strewn over the trampled ground. The ravaged remains of humans seemed to cover the terrain. Severed limbs were mixed with spilled intestines. Many still squirmed, desperate, blindly seeking the elusive yet fading tendrils of life.

      Ryl had witnessed firsthand the misguided animosity of man. Though the taint of a lifetime of misguided history and greed would never leave the souls of some, many blindly followed their superiors and their peers, as they knew nothing else. Doubts or misgivings were whispered only in secrecy, if given a voice at all. Brutal messages had been sent by the kingdom and its enforcers. Painful examples had been made of those who spoke out against the norm.

      Ryl felt little remorse for the soldiers whose lives had been lost. The violence that now threatened their number had been a product of their own volition. They had shown no mercy, attacking under the cover of night, and had been granted none in return. Even so, he was loath to allow the merciless destruction of the entirety of their force.

      He felt the commands stream from his body, washing over the land like ripples, waves of blackness. He demanded an end to the slaughter, yet he ordered the Lei Guard to round up as many as they could. Inevitably, some would slip through their grasp, returning to their host. Their absence would likely be of little consequence. The assault turned rout would sour the remaining forces to any future attacks, whether in the middle of the night or during the light of day.

      No sooner had Ryl issued his commands than the commotion of the battle ceased. He felt the sensation of crippling fear that exuded from the Lei Guard. Their focus was outward, away from where he and his companions stood, yet the intent hung heavy in the air. A warm wash of comfort surrounded him a moment later as Paasek countered the paralyzing emotion.

      He nodded at the elder phrenic as he surveyed the scene with his mindsight. The staggered front of the Lei Guard, fragmented as individuals fought alone, resolved into a coordinated line. The ends curled outward, encircling a portion of the retreating force. Those able to escape crashed through the underbrush; their frightened calls receded rapidly into the night.

      With the phrenic in tow, he stalked forward. As he reached the ring of Lei Guard, they parted without command. Between the black-cloaked warriors, a haggard group of nearly one hundred cowered under the crushing fear that they poured over the group. In the fading illumination from Vox’s light, he could see most sported injuries. All were splattered with drops of blood, whether their own or that of their companions.

      He could feel the rage and taste the bloodlust that oozed off the Lei Guard who obeyed his command. The atmosphere inside their circle was oppressive, thick with animosity and death. The whispers of darkness from within surged in proximity to the gathering. The muffled voices screamed in anticipation, begging for more bloodshed. The grisly images that flashed into his mind turned his stomach. The ravages of the Horde were sights he’d never rid from his mind. With clawed hands and teeth, they had laid waste to an entire city. He shuddered as the visceral impact of the memory elicited a nauseating response. He choked down the bile that threatened to escape his gut.

      The alexen swirled in agitation, a potent response to the feeling. His hands were far from clean. They were stained with the blood of far more than he cared to remember. Whether their deaths were justifiable when compared to the ills they had or would have wrought, their deaths were his to bear. He could still hear the screams. He could still feel the hot, sticky spray of blood across his skin. How many had he watched the moment that life had drained from their eyes?

      Ryl was as disgusted at the devastation he had created as he was with the ravages of the Horde.

      The comforting wash of warmth from the alexen did little to satiate his revulsion.

      In astonishingly short order, the Lei Guard had the remainder of the soldiers assembled. They ringed their group of captives, eying them with a hunger that Ryl feared he couldn’t contain, yet they held firm. Though their animosity was palpable, none gave any hint that they’d break his command.

      He watched as the black-cloaked warriors led the unknown force toward him. Not a single word was issued from their lips, yet the captives followed unquestioningly. For an instant, he implicitly understood the connection he held over the Horde, held over the Lei Guard. Fear was a potent motivator, so too was admiration. In the end, both pointed to one, single common denominator. Power.

      The soldiers, though likely skilled, understood that they stood no chance in combat against their captors. The Lei Guard, and to some extent the Horde, understood that they would fail should they strive to best him. It was a position of power that was as revolting as the scattered, blood-spattered corpses strewn around the earthen field of battle.

      Unfortunately, it was again a position he’d be forced to use to his favor.

      Ryl leaned toward Paelec at his side.

      “Bring me Andr and Cavlin,” he whispered to the phrenic archer. The fleet warrior disappeared into the shadows of the night without a sound. He skirted the receding outline of Vox’s slowly descending orb of illumination. His movement was noiseless.

      “What are your plans with this lot?” Paasek grumbled as he leaned in close. There was a hint of suspicion to his voice. The elder phrenic was far too wise not to see the changes that had occurred within his body. He’d witness the struggle firsthand as Ryl had fought off the urges to give in to the grim whispers from within.

      Voices that were now screaming in his ear. Their cacophony escalated with every breath.

      Ryl sighed as he turned to address his friend. The notes of uncertainty were understandable, yet he still stifled the insult that his actions were untrustworthy. He breathed in deep, ignoring the noxious odors of blood and death that choked the air around him.

      “Fear not, my friend,” he whispered as he released the pent-up breath. “I haven’t called off the Lei Guard only to slaughter them myself. Their deaths will serve no purpose other than to further the hatred and mistrust of the phrenics, though theatrics might not be ill advised.”

      Ryl cracked the hint of a smile as he cast a sly glance at the phrenic.

      “We will glean whatever information we can from this group, then be on our way,” he acknowledged. From the side, he noted the shadowed forms of three figures approaching from around the edge of the light. Paelec’s signature shone clear in his mindsight.

      Ryl turned his gaze back to the collection of soldiers now penned in before him. The ring of Lei Guard had paused their constriction, centering the mass several meters ahead. The unfocused, restraining waves of fear were focused on the group, yet he fought with the errant spill of darkened emotions that spilled outward. His body tensed in response; the countering emotions were almost second nature at this point as the alexen in his veins worked to dampen the effects.

      The excitement and agitation were profound, yet his senses were dulled to the effects. The gap between him and the alexen seemed to stretch further the longer he remained in control of the nexela confined within his body. What had started as a minor annoyance, a thin disconnect, now felt as if it was a great chasm, quickly widening beyond his reach.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, concentrating on the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest. He focused on slowing his breathing, pushing back at the disconnect, scouring his body for the feeling of the alexen. Though dulled, it was still present. The sense of relief was profound as the connection regained a measure of strength.

      The crunch of boots on the ground signaled the arrival of his companions. He opened his eyes, turning his head to find the eyes of Andr and Cavlin upon him. The mercenary’s gaze was hardened, yet to Ryl, the hint of concern was noted. Cavlin nodded as their eyes met. Paelec’s attention was ahead. Though his eyes were shrouded in the shadow from his hood, the subtle movements of his head signaled that his careful watch continued.

      Ryl turned his attention from his friends to the group of soldiers held captive before them. Their uniforms were dirty, the product of lengthy marching or encampment on the road. From what he understood, the armies of the houses had been mustered since before the Harvest. It was likely that these men had been on the move since then. Even through the tatters, the dirt, grime and blood, it was still obvious that the uniforms were identical. Having likely been closer to the rear of their assault, they had been the last to face the full brunt of the Lei Guard’s response. He doubted that any in the initial lines had survived. The rage that had poured from the black-cloaked warriors was devastating.

      The soldiers had sought an easy victory. While it was true, the damage they had wrought was substantial, the price they paid was far greater.

      “Do you recognize the uniforms?” Ryl inquired of Cavlin and Andr. Both nodded in response.

      “Aye, Ryl.” It was Cavlin who responded. “These are the markings of House Cormeth. Their delegate was among the first to slink from the chamber following the Deliverance. No doubt he sought out the contingent of his army on the road.”

      Ryl nodded as he scanned the assembled troops. None dared to meet his acidic glare. Many openly shook from the emotions that still rooted them in place. He focused on the Lei Guard who encircled the soldiers.

      His command was simple.

      Stop.

      There was no question about his order, no hesitation. The feelings of dread and malice evaporated like a cloud of dust clearing in the wind.

      Disarmed but ensnared, the soldiers of House Cormeth inadvertently clumped together into a tighter ball when released from the emotional assault. There was no escape from the warriors who now held their fates. The resigned looks of abandon crossed the faces of many.

      They had shown no mercy. They expected to be afforded none.

      It was answers that Ryl desired, not their lives. It was a longing he kept to himself as he took a step forward, shifting closer to their captives. A devilish grim tugged up on his lips as he slowly, purposefully withdrew the Leaves from their disguised holsters.

      The night flashed with a brilliant green light as the dormant blades burst to life.
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      Morning arrived without fanfare or further rest. Ryl and his companions were mounted and on the move as soon as the sun’s light illuminated enough of the path to allow for safe travel. In reality, none were under any illusion that their safety would be assured over the miles that remained between them and their destination. The undue risk of moving under the cover of darkness presented far too many opportunities for surprise attack. They had been prepared as best they could, yet blood had still been spilled.

      The loss of life had been considerable. Twenty-two of the Lei Guard, unarmed as they were, had perished. Another one hundred were injured to varying degrees. They had treated the wounds as well as they could, yet they would likely require more substantial care before long. Some, he feared, were unlikely to survive the remainder of the trip.

      Ryl felt the alexen churn with animosity, momentarily tempering the chill that remained a pervasive norm. Once, they were merely carefree children. They had been stolen by the kingdom. From there, they had neither seen nor experienced freedom throughout their perilous journey from tribute to Lei Guard. They were close now to a chance at life beyond the control of others, yet they had been cut down days short of realizing the goal.

      They would move at speed now. Ryl felt the anger swell. He would allow no more costly delays. Those who stood in his way would die.

      The satisfied grumble from within sent an icy wave through his body. He wrapped his phrenic cloak tightly around his frame, though it did little to stifle the cold. Perhaps it covered a measure of the damp early morning breeze, yet the frigid temperature now came from within, not a product of the wind without.

      For a moment, he lost all connection to the alexen in his veins.

      He’d let his connection lapse for only a short period of rest. The Lei Guard had maintained their station, moving only with provocation. Still, it was a singular focus. The whole of the group had responded to the soldiers of House Cormeth. They could have easily fractured into groups, turning on all parties at once, yet his command had been upheld.

      Ryl had ordered the black-cloaked warriors that no harm would come to him or his companions. Even with the momentary lapse in control, they had heeded his words.

      He snapped himself from his introspection with a shake of his head. Their column rode in formation, moving at a healthy clip west on the Kingsway toward the port city of Cadsae Proper. Toward the Outlands.

      Phrenics were strategically positioned surrounding their meager party, with the Vigil, Andr, Cavlin and Pater in the middle. At the very rear of the group, loosely tied together, was a small herd of several dozen horses, at the moment handled ably by Millis and Lenu. Their captives from the night before had divulged the presence of their horses lashed to a stand of trees nearly half a mile from where they had ambushed Ryl and his companions. They’d retained as many as they could safely handle, releasing the others to their devices before moving with the coming light. As for their would-be assassins, the troop was lashed together, secured to the trees of the copse in small groups.

      Thanks in part to the scavenged tack of their remaining horses.

      As with before, their bonds were never meant to be permanent. They only desired a few hours, perhaps half a day’s head start. In truth, they feared little from the hobbled war party. After resupplying themselves and several pack animals with the weapons and supplies they could maintain, Vox made a show of melting the remainder into a charred pile of useless slag. The grin that split the phrenic elementalist’s face was likely a chilling sight as he rendered their weapons useless with a searing gout of flame.

      The lead time, though slight, would still provide them with ample relief. The remainder of the army was not far, several hours’ ride at most. If the numbers gleaned from the soldiers were truthful, they would encounter a force of well over one thousand. They’d be outnumbered more than five to one.

      Numbers, as Ryl had found out, were never the determining factor in the success or failure of an attack.

      The Lei Guard rode in advance of the group with the majority of the nearly two hundred able warriors forming a wedge across the roadway. A single-file line of ten stretched along either flank. They were ominously silent as they followed Ryl’s orders without question.

      It was still an unnerving sensation being nearly surrounded by the dreaded warriors. The dialogue had been heated the previous night, as there were more than a few amongst the group who desired that the tainted warriors be unarmed again. In the end, it was decided that they be allowed to maintain their swords.

      There would be little rest before they reached the Erlyn. They could ill afford any substantial delays. Ryl understood the sentiment better than most. He already feared the extent the darkness corrupted his body. The whispers from within were rapidly swelling to a deafening roar. He was unsure how long he could bear the volume. The chilling tendrils of darkness sought further inroads, seeking eagerly for control. The alexen fought as best they could, yet he knew, without a break, his control would one day fail. What would the Lei Guard do if he were to falter for an extended period of time?

      The thoughts were sobering.

      Ryl scanned the edges of their patrol, as he had done countless times during their early morning movement. As his vision tracked to the north, it froze as his eyes met with Andr’s. He hadn’t noted the mercenary’s approach. There was a look of concern written across his face.

      “It’s unlike you to be so lost in your thoughts. You haven’t heard anything I’ve said again, have you?” Andr quizzed.

      Ryl sighed as he averted his eyes, his gaze falling to the horse’s mane.

      “I’m sorry, my friend. My thoughts were elsewhere,” he admitted with a touch of embarrassment and more than a hint of self-directed annoyance.

      “I can see that, Ryl,” Andr added. The corner of his lips turned up into a coy grin. “How much truth do you think was in their words?”

      There had been little time to interrogate or fully discuss the confessions of the soldiers the Lei Guard had rounded up following their ambush. The story was fairly consistent with only a few divergences.

      They were but a fraction of the forces from Cormeth. Their lord, eagerly retreating from the Deliverance, had met his army as they moved toward the capital city in apparent defense of their liege.

      Ryl was satisfied that their ruse had succeeded. The feint for the benefit of the lone soldier had produced the intended results. The exhausted runner had hours for his feverish mind to embellish the story of his harrowing flight. The word of the impending sacking of the houses by Lord Kagran had resulted in utter turmoil among the already divided army.

      Hundreds were killed in the skirmishes that ensued. Guards, moments earlier bound by the feeble alliance of a common cause, brawled for superiority. Long-standing feuds between the eternally power-thirsty lords, temporarily placated, were now guaranteed for future generations. The fighting had been brief, yet the fractures were beyond mending.

      The supporting army had mustered to seal the doom of the rebel captain who’d seized control of The Stocks. They were to return the wayward tributes to their rightful sponsors. Their quest to retake what they perceived as theirs had failed.

      Ryl bristled at the thought. The suggestion that the tributes were property turned his stomach, as it always did. It was a deep-rooted sentiment, one that had festered day in and day out throughout his imprisonment in The Stocks and beyond.

      Instead of bolstering the already overwhelming numbers encamped outside the doomed port city, the contingents made hasty retreats to the territories they called home. None could shed light on whether any other than House Cormeth were advancing toward the capital.

      Ryl turned his attention back to Andr riding at his side.

      “It matters little whether his responses were truthful or not,” he growled. “There is no disguising our group, and there is no other track we can take to Cadsae Proper. It matters not whether we encounter a lone soldier or the combined forces of the houses along the way. They will move, or they will die.”

      His voice was favored with a vehemence that tasted foul as the words escaped his lips. He felt a reassuring surge as the darkness inserted itself into his emotions. Andr tilted his head slightly to the side as he scrutinized his friend in silence.

      Ryl felt the annoyance bubble up from within as the eyes of the mercenary burned through him. He clenched his teeth, squeezing the muscles in his jaw. His friend flashed a forced, yet knowing smile in response.

      “Let me see your face, Ryl.” The tone of Andr’s voice was unusually harsh. They had been to the end of the world and back, yet never once had the timbre of his voice been so steely. So finite. It offered little room for argument.

      With effort, Ryl stifled the urge to fight for the sheer fact of the matter. In the end, he acquiesced out of exhaustion. The effort to argue, to take offense to his friend’s tone, wasn’t worth the expenditure of much-needed energy. The alexen churned in retort, spreading a muted wave of heat from his core.

      For most phrenics, it was a request that would have been met with endless defiance. They would doff their cloaks at a time of their choosing. None would be granted a pleasant audience in requesting the action. Among all, Andr was a trusted companion, though one who should know better than to challenge the will of a phrenic.

      Yet Ryl found he hadn’t the energy to resist.

      With a sigh, he reached for the hood, slowly pulling the comforting fabric and shadow from over his face. The sun had only just risen, shining its weak, morning rays onto their backs, yet he squinted in the light, nonetheless.

      “There is hope for you yet.” Andr flashed a weak grin as he continued. “It’s exhaustion that colors your face, not the darkness from within. You need to rest. You cannot endure this forever.”

      Ryl closed his eyes, tilting his head to the sky. The breeze blowing the hair across his face was still flavored with the briny tang from the sea to the south. The sensation of the air as it brushed against his skin felt strange, somehow distant. It was detached, as if he experienced merely the aftereffects, like fading ripples over water. The woodskin had altered his senses though he’d grown accustomed to the mild dilution that it caused. Again, after the poison of the treatment was leached from his veins, and more powerfully after his awakening, his senses were sent into overdrive. He experienced the play of every hair on his arm as they were jostled by the breeze.

      Now, the diffused touch was clouded and muddled by shadow.

      “Aye, my friend. I’d ride without stopping if it meant we could arrive any sooner,” Ryl responded. He worked hard to keep any hint of longing from his mind. There was no sense in torturing himself any further. They’d move as quickly as allowed. “Before this morning is out, we’ll likely meet with the remainder of Lord Cormeth’s troop. I want as few casualties as possible.”

      Ryl scanned the mixed army that now rode with him. Phrenics rode openly with the Lei Guard. The Vigil, the defenders of Vim, travelled with the guards who had once patrolled The Stocks. The unawakened, the tributes, protected the child stolen from his family far too soon.

      Generations of alexen moved westward across the kingdom of Damaris.

      His gaze focused on the unawakened.

      “How are they holding up?” Ryl asked.

      Andr pivoted in the saddle, following the tangent of Ryl’s eyes. There was a softening of his demeanor as his focused gaze ended on Cray. The unawakened rode in the middle of the formation. The twins, Tash and Palon, rode a few meters off either of his sides. Cray had taken the newest of their number, Pater, under his wing. In a little over a moon, the youngster had lost everything. His family, his freedom and his youth.

      He was a party to the symbolic turning of an era. He had been present when the last drops of the Blessing of the King evaporated on the cold stone floor of the Hall of the King. He’d witnessed the blight of the devastating greed in humanity. Adults, nobles of the kingdom, fought amongst each other, writhing on the floor to consume the last essence of the elixir that so many craved. The youth had been adopted by those who understood his plight better than any in the entirety of the kingdom.

      Even with the uncertainty, the boy had flourished in the last few days. Ryl could scarcely recognize the child seated on Cray’s lap, eagerly holding the reins of the horse.

      “You should be proud,” Ryl added, returning his gaze to Andr.

      The mercenary’s smile was genuine.

      “Aye, that I am,” he retorted. “They’ve experienced more in their abbreviated time than many will in a lifetime. There is far more ahead of them than I can comprehend. They handled themselves well under pressure; largely they held their emotions in check.”

      Ryl agreed with the sentiment. Through witnessing the vile barbarity of the kingdom in the wreckage of the abandoned facility to facing down a parent who sold their child for gold. They had stood shoulder to shoulder against the remaining might of the kingdom.

      They had not faltered.

      “They’ve helped shape the new destination of this kingdom,” Ryl added. “Even young Pater. They deserve the chance to realize the full potential of their powers. To choose how they desire to share it with the world, if at all. We’ve come far, yet we still have a daunting journey ahead.”

      As he finished his statement, his gaze moved to the west. The early morning horizon was marred by an uncommon haze that had failed to clear with the rising of the sun. Far too many miles separated them from the drab, gray stones of the mighty palisades that penned in The Stocks. From the deep green vaulted heights of the Erlyn. From the secluded bastion of Vim.

      “Go to them, Ryl,” Andr pleaded. “They could use your support. And perhaps they can talk you into getting a moment of rest.”

      “Aye, there has been little time,” Ryl noted. “Rest will come soon enough. With any luck there will be a measure of peace soon. We will encounter Cormeth and his troops soon enough. I fear the bloodshed that is inevitable.”

      “And there are people just as capable of keeping watch at the moment as you,” Andr retorted, his voice carrying another hint of fatherly persistence. “As you said, the Lei Guard watches our front and flanks. The phrenics and the Vigil double this, while watching our rear. We need you, Ryl. I fear for your mind the longer you remain in control of the darkness. Take care that you don’t push too hard. We might not have the strength to support you if you are to fall.”

      The statement sent a jolt, a lancing stab of cold through his already chilled body. Ryl felt the hairs on his arm stand tall. The empty, hollow pain of overexertion haunted him. The helplessness of being pushed to the brink with no alternatives plagued his mind. Far too many situations in his young life had propelled him to the brink and beyond. Desperation had thrown him over the edge. In each, it was others who’d rescued him from demise.

      From himself.

      “We need you to stay coherent,” Andr continued, his voice softening further. “There’s no telling what would happen if you were to overstretch your bounds … again. They left us alone last night, but we have no understanding of what they’d do if your authority was to come into question.”

      “It’s another burden I must bear, for there is no one else to maintain the hold.” Ryl sighed. The grimace that marred Andr’s face flashed with the painful understanding. “The alexen can provide no information as to what I’m experiencing. It was true that the Lei Guard followed the king’s orders and those of Leiroth far from their presence, yet the darkness that is consuming me ebbs once I break the connection. In the few short moments I’ve reverted, they’ve shown no signs of aggression or disobedience, yet I cannot risk the chance.”

      He paused for a moment, watching the black-cloaked riders that flanked their short column. Wide fields spread out on either side of the road at this section of the Kingsway. The Lei Guard rode in silence twenty meters out along each side, plotting a course through the wild grasses. Like the phrenics, their faces were shrouded in shadow from the hoods they wore over their heads. Unlike their counterparts, the darkness that disguised their eyes was chilling. An inky black void that spoke of malevolence. Their heads moved ever so slightly as they scanned the surrounding terrain.

      “I can’t risk all of you,” Ryl continued after a moment’s pause. “As I have no desire to risk them. They are … were tributes once. They have long suffered a life beyond their choosing. They deserve a chance at whatever normalcy the Erlyn can provide.”

      “You’re a far better man than I, Ryl,” Andr grunted. “It’s why I’ll follow you to the end. Understand that you may not be able to save them all. Strong as you are, there are things that are beyond your control.”

      “Aye. Our salvation again lies in the woods,” Ryl responded as he slowed his horse, letting Andr pull ahead.

      “As I said, there will be time to rest soon enough,” he said as he maneuvered his mount to the side of the track, making room for the others to catch up. Noting his slowing, the phrenics forming the outer ring around the Vigil, Guards and unawakened rotated. Paelec, who currently rode on the opposite side of the inner group, peeled off, spurring his horse forward, quickly catching up with Andr and the moving forward rank of Lei Guard ahead. The phrenic archer nodded as he passed, his long grey cloak flapping out behind him.

      The remainder of the phrenics moved in order to fill the space vacated by their predecessor without command. Their motions were coordinated without words, as if they’d practiced the maneuver countless times. The act was natural to them, an unspoken understanding that presided over much of their interactions.

      As Ryl fell into line, he was greeted by an unfiltered wash of emotion. Still unrefined and unfocused, he found the source of its origin without trouble. Cray’s chest heaved slightly as a result of the pursuit. Tash and Palon looked on, the elder twin’s face reverting into a jovial smile, the silent brother watched devoid of readable emotion. In Cray’s lap, young Pater’s eyes bulged. He had no doubt experienced the emotion firsthand.

      The smile that formed on Ryl’s lips was uncontrollable. It was genuine.

      For a moment, the chill from within abated.

      He returned the emotional call with one of his own, focusing on the youth riding with Cray.

      “I felt that!” Pater bubbled as Ryl approached.

      “That’s good, Pater,” he added as he sidled up beside the unawakened, matching their steady motion westward. “One day you’ll be able to command some measure of the same emotional power as all phrenics do. You will do well to listen and learn all you can from them. In all of Damaris, they are the most skilled of their kind.”

      Pater’s eyes went wide as he looked back over his shoulder at Cray. The elder rider shook his head in rejection.

      “As skilled as you?” His voice was hesitant, yet an unexpected spark burned in his eyes.

      “Only time will tell, my young friend,” Ryl added. “You will need to work very hard. You were born with a gift, though it will take cycles for you to realize it. The skills your body possesses even now will take considerable practice. Nothing will be given without effort, save the chance to live free.”

      The sparks burning in Pater’s eyes were quickly submerged by the welling tears of sorrow. Ryl was quick to react with a wave of comfort and compassion before the racking sobs began.

      He had been there. He’d experienced the crushing pain of abandonment. They all had likely endured similar bouts of unrelenting sorrow from time to time during their early imprisonment.

      “There’s nothing we can do to replace what you’ve lost, and for that I’m truly sorry,” Ryl whispered as he reached across the gap to place his hand on Pater’s shoulder. “It is the most painful lesson you’ll have to learn. Know that all of us shoulder a piece of the same grief as do you. We are here for you if you ever need an ear. You will get through this.”

      “And we will be at your side every step of the way,” Cray added as he jostled the hair on Pater’s head.

      Without warning, the forward motion of their procession halted. Ryl felt a sharp surge of warning wash over his body. The wave of emotion wasn’t exclusive. Cray’s body tensed. The smile faded from Tash’s face; his mouth formed a thin rigid line. He slowly worked the bow from over his shoulder. An ominous grin worked up a single corner of Palon’s lips as his hands fell to the hilts of his daggers.

      “Pater, stay with Cray and the twins,” Ryl ordered as calmly as possible as his eyes met with the three unawakened’s. “Do not leave his side.”

      His instructions to the unawakened were far more implicit, though no additional words were needed. Without another word, he spurred his horse forward to where Andr and Paelec waited. Paasek, Cavlin and Dav broke from their ranks, riding to meet them as well.

      The terrain on either side on the northern and southern sides of the thoroughfare was open, clear plains of wild grasses dotted by patches of low shrubbery. Scattered groves grew in the distance, though none large enough to be considered a forest were within miles to their north or south. The rolling hills continued in either direction.

      Ahead the Kingsway climbed up the face of a long sweeping ridge. At the pinnacle the Lei Guard had paused; their black-cloaked figures remained rigid atop their horses, though their cloaks rippled out to the side, caught in the breeze from the sea. From a distance, they appeared like a low-hanging, ominous black cloud, hugging the earth. Standing tall over their heads, the tops of trees could be seen, a green canopy stretching miles to the north and south. A single, thin divide separated the forest ahead. Andr and Paelec waited atop the ridge, meters behind the Lei Guard.

      “Vox, Paasek, with me,” Ryl called as he rushed to where the Lei Guard had paused.

      Andr and Paelec turned their heads as he approached, though they offered only a cursory glance before returning their vision to the road to the west. No words were needed for Ryl to understand the pensive looks written across their faces. They parted, allowing Ryl to slip between them as he reined in his horse. The beast slid to an uneasy stop on the hard-packed earthen road.

      Ryl and his companions were still blocked behind the wedge of Lei Guard who rode as their vanguard. Though the black-cloaked warriors provided a wall of protection, there was ample room between them to view the terrain at their front. From where they had stopped on the hill, the terrain sloped downward until it met the line of trees at the base of the ridge. The road curved gently as it meandered down the slope to the edge of the forest below. Where the roadway met the trees, the woods pinched inward, forming a natural choke point.

      Packed against the edge of the forest were row upon row of soldiers.

      Ryl surveyed the army amassed in their path. From their interrogations, the remainder of Lord Cormeth’s forces neared one thousand strong. It took little time to comprehend the error in their numbers. A solid line of horses stretched several hundred meters from the south to the north, forming a convex line mirroring the contours of the woods. Behind them, three staggered rows of soldiers stood with swords and pikes bared. The rising sun glinted off the multitude of naked blades eagerly awaiting their approach. Though the woods disguised their true numbers, there was no hiding the forces milling about in anticipation concealed within the shadows of the trees.

      The steady clop of hooves on the ground broke Ryl’s focus on the army aligned along the edge of the forest. He pivoted in the saddle, nodding as he noted Cavlin’s approach. The guard stopped his horse along his side, his attention focused on the soldiers before them. His eyes darted from side to side, cataloging the opposing force. After a few moments, his brows furrowed, and he snorted out a single grunt.

      “They’ve chosen a fine spot for an ambush,” Cavlin noted. “There’s no way around this stretch of forest that they couldn’t arrive before us. It seems like Lord Cormeth has sought to bolster his numbers. The row before the trees. See the red among their uniforms? That’s the mark of House Prosh.”

      Cavlin studied the formation for a few moments longer before turning his head to Ryl.

      “It seems like the retreat from the Deliverance has made friends of long-standing enemies,” the guard intoned. “Cormeth and Prosh share a common border. At the northern reaches of the Sister Lakes. It’s a thin strip of land, but they’ve prattled on for ages over who controls it. The tract is nearly unfarmable, rocky soil that holds little value, yet they’ve argued over it since long before I was born.”

      “How many soldiers does House Prosh have at arms?” Ryl quizzed.

      Cavlin thought for a moment before responding; his eyes turned skyward as he searched for the information.

      “At last I had heard, he commanded less than four thousand troops in total,” Cavlin replied. “He’d have not left his lands without protection, for he knows full well his neighbors would have done the same. I’d guess less than half of his forces marched at the will of the king. Perhaps half that would have remained after word of Leiroth’s death.”

      “So possibly another one thousand have bolstered the ranks of Lord Cormeth?” Ryl quizzed.

      Cavlin rubbed his hand over the stubble on his chin.

      “I have no way of knowing that answer, I’m afraid,” he responded. A wicked grin formed across his face. “Perhaps you could ask them?”

      Ryl angled his head toward the guard for a moment, intently studying his features. Cavlin maintained a relaxed air of calm, though he knew the man was anything but lax. His hand rested comfortably on the pommel of his sword. He’d yet to see the guard in action, yet there was no question that he could handle himself admirably.

      He pivoted to the opposite side, surveying the rest of his companions. He found Andr immediately. The mercenary, like Cavlin, remained firm, though his eyes catalogued the forces splayed out before them. Paelec had drawn his bow, though he was yet to nock an arrow. Small flames had flashed to life, crackling silently along Vox’s left arm. Paasek had rolled the remaining sleeve of his phrenic cloak up beyond his elbow; his muscular tattooed arm had the appearance of stone.

      Ryl turned his gaze back to the army arrayed less than two hundred meters to their front. Set back from the front lines of the soldiers, a pair of jeweled wagons waited in tandem. Even from a distance, the glint of the finery reflected in the sun. Though the details were sparse, the deference and space afforded denoted positions of power. Though neither signatures of the alexen nor nexela appeared to his mindsight, the taint that marred their features was plain to see.

      A chill surged through his body. It was not the overwhelming army that stood in their path. He’d faced larger, far more lethal threats on his own. There were phrenics with him now. The Lei Guard would follow his commands. The icy rush came on the heels of the dark urges of vicious longing that bubbled up from within. The darkness inside screamed as it clawed at his mind, probing the defenses as opportunity presented itself. It cried for death. It demanded bloodshed.

      Images of the rolling, green hills stained red with blood and gore flashed before his eyes. Bodies, countless, dismembered and disemboweled, littered the gently sloping terrain. Ryl squeezed his eyes shut, focusing on the fading, warming sensation of the alexen in his veins. He searched for connection for several moments before finding a response.

      The delay was far more terrifying than the army awaiting them at the edge of the trees. He was losing control. Losing grasp on the alexen the longer he retained his complete hold on the Lei Guard. The pain of the transitioning tattoos was intense, agonizing, yet nothing compared to the fear of what could happen if he slipped too far into the darkness.

      “We’ve delayed long enough,” Ryl grumbled. His words were harsh, exiting his lips with a force and tone that stung his ears. “Cavlin, Andr, the Vigil and the guards are to stay with the unawakened. Don’t break formation. I want as little bloodshed as possible, yet there will be no guaranteeing the safety of any who stand in our way any longer.”

      He moved his horse forward without awaiting a response. He closed his eyes for a moment, squeezing his left hand into a fist, flexing his black tattooed arm. The undulating line of darkness had covered nearly down to his knuckles. Without a word, the ranks of Lei Guard split, clearing a path wide enough for him and his companions to push forward. The wordless connection was unnerving. The black-cloaked warriors had understood his commands implicitly, as if they had understood his intentions all along.

      Ryl stopped as he reached the edge of the Lei Guard’s line. To his side, the ranks of the cloaked warriors remained motionless. Though they emoted none of the paralyzing sensations that he’d grown accustomed to experiencing, he could feel the malevolence oozing from their cores. They were like statues, silhouetted against the rising sun. The only motion was their cloaks, which snapped out quietly in the wind.

      Outside the protection of their living wall, the wind blew stronger from the south. His hair whipped in his eyes. He had entirely forgotten to raise his hood. The cloth feature was a defining feature of the phrenics, so commonplace, so natural. He chided himself at the lapse. A momentary balm of comfort and security washed over him as he pulled the grey cloth over his face.

      To his front the army churned with uncertainty. The edge of the woods bristled as it struggled to restrain the motion hidden underneath its boughs.

      Ryl’s attention remained fixed ahead as the phrenics joined him in the gap between the Lei Guard. Paasek rumbled to a stop at his right side. Vox paused along his left, maintaining separation between him and the flames that crawled along his left arm. Paelec, while not far behind, had fallen into place between the forward line of phrenics and Lei Guard and the Vigil, guards, unawakened and child behind.

      Paasek cleared his throat, drawing Ryl’s attention from the front.

      “And what do you think we’ll find of their disposition?” His voice was gravelly. Rumbling like stones grating against each other.

      Ryl opened his mouth to respond, yet it was the army who answered for him.

      Though the distance was significant, the shrill yet forceful voice howled over the wind.

      “Arrows.”
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      Le’Dral’s patrols around the interior of the rapidly growing Cadsae were infrequent, yet his movements would do little to raise any undue suspicion. His pace was nonchalant, his footsteps measured, yet there was a hidden purpose to his course.

      It had been less than an hour since he’d watched the retreating forms of Captain Cipri and his party vanish into the shadows that lurked beyond the northern edge of the square. It was in that direction that the forces of House Eligar and the mysterious grey-clad warriors from the hidden city of Vim were encamped.

      The village had swelled so quickly with the influx of the displaced citizens of the now dead city as well as the excess troops. The Cadsae Guard was positioned primarily to the west of the surviving citizens. They had been the steadfast guard protecting not only the port city, but The Stocks since the inception. The retainer of soldiers from House Eligar were outsiders and understandably had separated themselves from the bulk of the reconstituted Cadsae Proper Guard. They took up residence to the side of the road, atop the small rise to the north of the village. Their location was most undesirable, sharing the fence with the noisy and odorous corral that contained the bulk of the cavalry’s mounts. The meager stable adjacent to the master’s house was far too small to contain the hundreds of horses now required to reside within the confines of The Stocks.

      With few exceptions, the citizens afforded them kindness and appreciation. They largely understood it was they whose blood had been spilled in the nearly futile attempts to prevent the total annihilation of the city at the hands of the demons from the Outlands. The guard stationed to protect them had been absent, pursuing the small force who guarded the tributes north into The Stocks. The ones who remained had instilled a brief, yet potent reign of terror. The East Ward had been razed to the ground. The ashes covered the trail of blood left in their intentional culling of any they considered dissidents.

      Politics were of little bother to the civilians who had survived the assault of the Horde. It was the soldiers from House Eligar who had manned the palisades as the howls of the demons mingled with the bloodcurdling screams of the last remaining inhabitants of Cadsae Proper.

      Loyal to Ryl and the phrenics, the Vigil remained distant from the main force as well. The grey-clad soldiers associated with few among the guard, choosing instead to remain close to the forces of House Eligar. It was no secret where the allegiance of the young Lord Eligar lay. In that, the two groups were aligned.

      The majority of the martial forces, nearly eight thousand, including several hundred mounted soldiers, remained under his direct command. Le’Dral scowled at the thought. His words likely held sway over but a small portion of the whole. The loyalties of many were bound to others, not to his cause. He knew only a fraction of those who now patrolled the walls, manning the towers dedicated to protecting them from the unseen threats without. He knew less of their allegiances.

      The Houses had implanted any they could.

      It was true they had weeded out quite a few from the ranks, especially following the discovery of the contingent that had turned a blind eye to the movements of the hunters. Most were eager to talk when faced with the prospect of interrogation. Nearly one hundred had been discharged from his service as a result. While there was satisfaction in watching their bound figures retreating out of the yawning mouth of the Pining Gate, he was under no illusion that this would be the last he’d see of them.

      They would likely be on the front lines of the army when it made its inevitable approach to The Stocks.

      As for the associates of the hunters, while blood was on their hands, Le’Dral opted against hanging them for their treason. Under heavy guard, they labored until each of the slaughtered citizens was afforded a proper burial. Warrants were drawn up for their arrest and trial at the capital. Their charges were murder. Though his faith in Ryl was absolute, he had little doubt that they’d ever be tried for their deeds. The changes the young phrenic had wrought in only a few cycles were nothing if not meteoric. Given time, he believed that Ryl would rebuild the kingdom stone by stone if the will to do so was sustained.

      The Catalyst, the Vigil called him.

      In his opinion, it was a moniker that was well deserved.

      He shook off his annoyance at the thought that implanted itself unbeckoned into his mind. Ryl’s presence, that of the other phrenics, and of Cavlin and Millis would be sorely missed in the days that were sure to come.

      Le’Dral stopped as he neared the dusty center of the meager square of Cadsae. He turned to view the walls that he had stood atop only moments earlier. The first color of the approaching day was beginning to show over the top of the wall to the east, though the drab stone and ramshackle buildings blocked out nearly all views of the approaching day.

      He chuckled to himself, shaking his head at the sheer irony of the situation. He pivoted to the nearest of the soldiers who comprised his permanent guard.

      “For how many cycles have we kept them in here?” His question was rhetorical. “It’s only fitting that we’re the prisoners now.”

      Without waiting for a response, he continued his course, angling toward the first of the common houses set along the eastern palisade. The three nearly identical structures were overflowing with the new inhabitants of the city. The main level was as much a dorm as it was a mess hall. With all things considered, life had returned to a functioning norm in shockingly short order.

      Those who could cook prepared the food.

      Those who could farm manned the fields that would be crucial to sustaining their population.

      There were still a few mingling around at the entrances to the dwellings. Some sought reprieve from the cramped interiors. Others merely relished the fresher air, though the tints of stale smoke and brine were unavoidable. A few wandered aimlessly, their eyes glassed over, their gazes distant. He knew not to interrupt their peace and solitude. All within these walls had lost someone in the last few moons.

      Some had lost all.

      Le’Dral was content to allow them to cope as they saw fit. Little of the intoxicating spirits had survived the destruction of the city outside the gates. Though not vanquished completely, few had cause for celebration, though the staggering effects were noted on occasion. Cadsae Proper had been a thriving hub of small cafes, shops, vibrant markets and a lively port. Now aside from the routine patrols that roamed through its midst and the fisherman who plied the waters of the coast, it was little more than charred stone and ash.

      His cursory inspection continued as he moved down the line of common houses. He and the troops accompanying him greeted those who were still awake pleasantly, though aside from formalities, little of substance was divulged. It was the grouping outside the last of the common houses that commanded his attention and that of the guard tasked with securing his safety.

      As they approached, the soft lilting voices were accompanied by the light fragrant scents of perfume.

      Most chose to give him and his retainer a wide berth, greeting them with little more than a nod of the head or a few words. His was a station that was generally only sought out in the greatest of need. As they approached the narrow dirt track that led to the building, Le’Dral’s eyes were drawn to the facade of run-down structure. Aside from the door, there were no windows breaking the monotonous facade of weathered, mismatched wood. All three buildings were nearly identical in their dilapidated exterior with the exception of one.

      Along the right edge of the door, a solitary patch of wood was scarred with a black stain. A vivid reminder of the fire, of the event that had rocked The Stocks to its core. He grinned as he recalled that night. At that point, Ryl had been just another tribute, albeit a recently troublesome one. He was another pitiful soul stolen from the world, destined for a fate that he had given little thought to. His duty to the kingdom was his purpose. A life full of hard work and sacrifice had propelled him to his station. Nothing was given to him; he’d worked for everything he had. He’d commanded respect and obedience as a just, yet strict captain.

      It took a single tribute, a child, to open his eyes to the disillusion that had clouded his life.

      Le’Dral’s troops had merely reached the entrance when the group at the doorway approached to meet them. A chorus of high-pitched giggles rippled through the air as the women drew near. The diffused light of the moon was more than enough to reflect off the bared skin of their feminine shoulders.

      His was a face that was well known inside The Stocks. The women paid little attention to him, instead fawning over his troops. If it weren’t for the purpose behind his visit, he’d have reprimanded them for their dereliction of duty. A single woman moved from the pack; her lithe figure swayed gently as she approached. The light was dim, her face disguised by the shadow of a short-brimmed hat, yet light or no, there was no disguising her physical beauty. She let her arm run gently across the shoulder of one of his guards as she floated her way to him. Her other arm hung down at her side, a lantern, its shutters drawn shut, swung at her side.

      “It’s a pleasant evening for a walk, Captain,” she said with a smile and a brief curtsy. In closer proximity, her face became well known.

      “It’s a shame it won’t remain so,” Breila whispered as she moved close. Le’Dral had long understood her diametric role among the survivors of Cadsae Proper. She was a liaison for the people; her uncanny ability to comprehend the pulse of the diverse gathering of citizens had proven its worth. Whether through the openness of her personality, or through her more clandestine network, there was little that was to happen within the walls of The Stocks that she was not aware of.

      “Evening, Breila,” Le’Dral greeted her. “It was only a matter of time.”

      She leaned in close. He picked up the distinct, yet delicate aroma of flowers, though he couldn’t determine the variety. Her disguise was simple yet effective. In the dim light of the square, the hat hid the features of her face. She’d tied her silver hair into a plait that fell down her back. Her open, caring nature displayed during the daylight hours was hidden beneath an entirely different facade. She moved with a grace that was feminine and seductive.

      Dangerous.

      “You have until dawn,” she whispered in his ear. “Among the confusion during the changing of the guards is when it will begin.”

      “Do you have any idea who, or what it is they plan?” His voice was hushed. He trusted the guards who surrounded him implicitly, yet he had no desire to be overheard.

      “The blame could be laid on any of the houses. For all have had a part,” she continued. “They’ve agreed upon little over the cycles, yet are united in their desire to control The Stocks and the tributes once more. The supporting army won’t come. Division has split their ranks; a message of Lord Kagran’s deception has scattered the force.”

      “Deception?” Le’Dral quizzed. She nodded as she circled around his back. Her fingers ran gently up his right arm, tracking a line around to his opposite shoulder.

      “A frantic message from the capital, it seems,” she continued. “A panicked runner spreading tales of deceit. Of murder concealed in the woods along the shore. The first step in Lord Kagran’s dissolving of the houses, sealing power for himself.”

      The thought was curious. Lord Kagran’s position was tenuous. He required the support of others to remain in power. To move at the Deliverance, on the eve of reclaiming The Stocks, was ill advised, far more reckless than likely. He grinned as the thought intruded in his mind.

      Breila responded with a smile of her own.

      “Aye, it seems our young friend has been busy, though that is of little surprise,” she continued. Her eyes flashed with a sudden sadness, though it was quickly replaced by a painfully seductive look. “Many left the army that awaits at our gates, yet the force still far exceeds any loyal to you within the walls. It is the trusted kin of the houses and lords who command the assault. They are tainted beyond repair. They are too close to back down now that their tributes are again within their reach. You’ll not be granted the option to meet your deadline. They will reclaim the palisades first from the east and the west; then they’ll take the gate. They aim to trap you inside the master’s house. You’ll find death by either arrows or fire. There is no hope for you here.”

      She placed her hand against his cheek, pulling away from him for a moment.

      “The Stocks are lost to you,” she continued. “Cadsae Proper is lost to you. It’s time for you to flee.”

      “It is as I expected, though earlier,” he responded. His voice was soft, yet the sting of anger was undeniable. “Come with us. It won’t be safe for you here.”

      Breila studied the captain for several moments. The jovial, coy expression remained on her face, yet her eyes flashed with emotions. There was joy. Sorrow. Determination. Anger.

      Peace.

      She grinned, a small, yet genuine smile. One offered with no pretext or purpose save contentment itself.

      There was no disguising the truth in her look.

      “Those who’ll come for me know of your sympathies,” he reminded her. “They’ll know of your connection to the tributes. To the rebellion they seek to quash.”

      Breila chuckled as she listened intently to the captain’s argument.

      “No, Le’Dral. I’ll run no longer,” she whispered. “I’ve lived on borrowed time for nearly as many cycles as you’ve seen of life. At first it was Andr, and now Ryl. I’ll do far more good here than running. Fear not, I understand that they know full well who I am. They know the information that I control. They stand to lose far more than they gain.”

      “And so do you, Breila,” Le’Dral started, yet she silenced him with a look and the gentle touch of her index finger on his lips.

      “There is nothing you can do to change my mind,” she added. Her voice was hushed yet carried a force that was beyond questioning. “Worry not. I’ll be fine. We’ll meet again once Andr and Ryl return.”

      Her voice trailed off as she finished her statement.

      “Come with us, Breila,” Le’Dral persisted.

      “Time is not on your side, Captain,” she chided as she retreated a step. “Do not fret over my decisions. Until we meet again, my friend.”

      She closed the distance between them in a single step, rising onto her toes to plant a single kiss on his cheek.

      “I’m proud to be a friend of the man you’ve become,” she whispered as her lips parted from his skin. Without another word, she stepped back a step, favoring him with a long look accompanied by the sweetest of smiles. She turned away before the swelling moisture overflowed her eyes.

      As she retreated to the common house, the women who had accompanied her slipped away from the men who’d commanded their attention as if their interest was nothing more than a passing glance. The last of the party had disappeared into the common house as if they’d never been there.

      “Collect yourselves.” Le’Dral snapped back into his official tone as the door to the common house blocked out the last view of the retreating ladies. “We have much to do.”

      His troops returned to their stations, encircling him within their midst. As one, they continued their patrol, angling toward the interior of the original buildings of Cadsae.

      Le’Dral cast a single glance back at the door of the common house.

      The charred panel remained closed.
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      The last patrol, covering the darkest hours of the night, was always the most dreaded among the guards. Rarely did anything of substance occur. The sheer boredom of staring into the inky blackness was numbing.

      Tonight, Haegen relished the duty.

      Through planned maneuvering, he had found himself atop the palisades, just east of the Pining Gate. At the corner of the massive stone wall, he had a clear view of the full wreckage of the sprawling city that once was Cadsae Proper. Piles of the blackened remains of timber and soot-covered stone marked the pyre that the city had become. To the east smoldered the charred remains of the East Ward, the decrepit, filth-ridden area. The odor of ash was strong, in his mind an improvement from its original flavor.

      He had been among the privileged few to start the fires.

      Haegan had been in the direct employ of Councilor Maklan for cycles. His lethal skills and complete lack of empathy made him a perfect assassin for the king’s spokesman. It took little convincing to accept the clandestine post. He was well compensated for his work and had amassed more money than one could likely spend. Yet it wasn’t the money that drove his depravity. He would have volunteered willingly had the option been given.

      He enjoyed the killing.

      For him, dealing death was a true labor of love.

      He relished the power. The superiority he commanded over his prey was intoxicating. Addicting. His stomach rolled with nervous excitement as he thought of the deeds to come. There would be bloodshed this night, his blade itching to taste the crimson liquid again.

      His killings were righteous. They were a personal directive from the king to whom he owed so much.

      They were traitors to the throne. A rebellion full of sympathizers to a system that had maintained their kingdom for a millennium.

      Haegan’s loyalty had been proven time and time again. Vocal dissidents, noble and commoner, men and women alike, had been silenced by his blades. His mind wandered for a moment as he leaned against the stone railing, staring out into the darkness, watching the flickering lights of the army camped to the east. How many unsolved deaths could be placed on his hands?

      He had lost count over the cycles.

      He had been rewarded for his loyalty.

      Haegan had come from nothing. Unlike the sons of the nobles, who fumbled their way through their careers as officers, attempting to make a name for themselves or their houses to earn favor from the king. He sneered at the thought. Clearing his throat, he spit from the top of the wall, as if the vile memory had left a foul taste in his mouth. He watched as the projectile was swallowed by the darkness. A few moments later the distant patter of the liquid on the ground echoed back from the street below.

      He had been raised an orphan. He’d been forced to survive in a harsh city where few, if any, looked out for the welfare of the abandoned. Life had hardened him out of sheer necessity. It had made him strong. Made him lethal. It had brought him far.

      He had what few of the children of the nobles had. Bought through dedication and loyalty, not gold.

      His skills had awarded him an honor few dreamed to achieve and less could afford.

      The Blessing of the King.

      His dose was unheard of in the recorded history of the kingdom. Better yet that it wasn’t recorded at all. Never before had even rumor been spread of any being granted the honor outside of the time-honored tradition. His doses, though regular, were far more infrequent than the norm, yet he could feel the strength coursing through his body.

      Haegan knew his moral compass had never stayed to the side of civility, yet with the addition of the Blessing, he rejoiced in the elation of the suffering he caused. Holding life in his hands and having the power, the control to choose whether someone lives or dies was thrilling. He enjoyed the process, relished toying with his prey.

      None were granted mercy.

      More had been promised. Lord Kagran had ensured he would be well compensated for his efforts. He would not lead the army that would reclaim The Stocks. That would restore the honor of the kingdom, yet he would be on the front lines.

      They would make them pay.

      To his west, clambering down the ladder to the square below, was the target of his attention. Haegan sneered at the entourage that was now an ever-present companion to the highly vaunted captain. Le’Dral had once been a trusted officer, given the considerable honor of maintaining the tributes. He had twisted. His loyalties had been laid bare by the single act of granting leniency to the tributes.

      To one in particular.

      They were herds. They were nothing more than a crop to be harvested for the benefit of those whose station they could never understand, nor hope to ascend to.

      The man would pay for his deception.

      Haegan would seal his doom.

      Keeping to the shadows, he stalked into the darkness, following his prey.

      He would taste the sting of his blade soon enough.

      Of that he was sure.
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      There was a great deal of security within the newly swelling city inside The Stocks, yet Haegan strode through the square with a sense of invulnerability. There were none to question his presence. He was, after all, a guard. He’d been assigned to The Stocks for cycles, a trusted guardian of the tributes.

      None were his, yet he would benefit from their lives nonetheless.

      Haegan crossed the square, offering little attention to his mark, who was idling far too long at the first of the common houses in the row. It was always muttered that the captain cared more about the citizens, pitiful and helpless, than he did about the kingdom itself. His sentiments were misguided. At the door to the master’s house and clinic, only a force of four men stood watch. The others followed their captain around like a lost puppy to their master. They would feel the same sting, the same punishment as their commander.

      Any who’d thrown their lot in with the tributes, any who’d failed to pledge undying fealty to the rule of Damaris would feel the sting of his blades.

      The kingdom demanded it.

      He would willingly enforce it.

      He increased his pace once he reached the shadows between the weathered original houses of Cadsae. Beyond, the structures were growing steadily, though most of the inhabitants here still resided in tents. Many of the narrow alleys were clogged with materials and supplies, leaving ample cover for his actions.

      Haegan ducked into the first of the alleyways; he had little time to spare. He knew his mark would not tarry long. The time of his reckoning was nearly at hand. His fingers twitched in excitement.

      It wasn’t long before he heard the commotion of another, noting the figure moving into the alley ahead. Illumination among the pathways between the habitations was dim at best. Lanterns lit the various crossing points, yet here there was little light save from the glow of personal torches.

      The man stretched as he entered the alley ahead. He made no attempt to stifle a yawn that overtook his body. He scratched idly at his head as he wandered the avenue. It wasn’t uncommon for people to walk the streets at all hours of the night. Most here were haunted in one way or another. The loss for them was still fresh.

      Haegan snarled at the pathetic will of the citizens. No matter how vile the deed, the repulsive nature of the action, he slept soundly when the opportunity to rest was presented. His actions, sanctioned directly by the king, carried over to the new regent following Lunek the Third’s tragic demise. The blood spilled was for the benefit of the kingdom. A necessary evil that would pave the way for the righteous to reclaim what was stolen from them.

      He had nearly reached the weary man before his presence was noted. He felt the momentary stab of caution. The muscles in his core tightened as his hand fell instinctually to the sword hanging from his hip. The moment of distraction was short lived. His allegiance was understood by those who knew of what was soon to come. To all others, he was merely a guard, a trusted protector of the surviving citizens of Cadsae Proper.

      The man approached; his eyes were glazed with sleep. He nodded politely at the guard.

      “Evening, sir,” the groggy man mumbled.

      The words choked off as Haegan hammered his forearm into the side of the man’s face. His fist connected with the man’s temple, sending a jolt of pain through his arm. The unlucky victim crumpled to the ground unconscious. He wasted no time as he dragged the limp body to the deeper shadows along the edge of the alley. Without hesitation, he rummaged through the pack that he carried over his shoulders. The ever-cautious captain in his commands had provided the opportunity that would see his demise.

      Le’Dral had mandated that his troops carry their packs, equipped with a change of clothes, bedroll and enough supplies to last them several days at all times. The threat of the demons from the Outlands was real for some. The horrors were still very much part of daily life. Many, if not most of the guards had shirked the ruling, and there were none to willingly enforce compliance.

      Haegan pondered the relationship to the deathly Horde as he hastily pulled the neatly folded white apparel from his pack. Few had any chance to face the demons save for the cursed phrenics as they stormed the city. Their movements were far faster than anything he’d ever seen. They were lethal and vicious, killing without thought or remorse.

      He felt an unnatural bond with the Horde that had ravaged the city. He feared them not. Was it the Blessing of the King? The fabled elixir had pushed his skills further than the bounds of his martial training. The thought was daft, yet he could have sworn that he’d felt their coming. When in their presence, it was almost as if he could hear their unspoken conversations. Like whispers communicated directly through his mind. The murmurs were nothing more than hints of garbled, unintelligible speech on the wind, yet in his heart he felt as if he understood their orders.

      That they respected power, pure lethal power, was undeniable. Their hierarchy was based on strength. He was strong. Haegan licked his lips; the aftertaste of the elixir was something he’d never forgotten. Though undeniably repulsive, he relished the draught for what it had done. For what it represented.

      He needed more.

      Haegan paused for a moment, listening for signs of warning as he silently stuffed his guard tunic into his pack. Unsurprisingly, there were no alarms. No cries of warning. He knew the faces of many who patrolled the southern palisades this night. If their eyes weren’t turned to the south, there was little fear that any alarm would have been raised.

      He donned the mender’s garb with haste, careful to avoid the dirt that seemed to coat everything within the bounds of Cadsae. Once dressed in the telltale garb of the mender order, he tucked his long knife into his boot and repositioned the custom holster for his short sword so that the blade would be disguised beneath the folds of his long, white mender’s coat. He tossed his pack with his guard apparel into the shadows behind the building.

      “Up now,” he mumbled. “You’re coming with me.”

      Haegan collected the unconscious man, slinging his body over his left shoulder, letting the figure disguise the blade secreted beneath the long white coat.

      “Straight to the clinic with you.” He chuckled to himself, amused at the ease with which his plan was coming to fruition.

      Haegan had little trouble dragging the limp body through the alley that stretched behind the original structures of the primary village of The Stocks. The man, despite his age and lack of martial training, was surprisingly light. He maneuvered through the clogged alley with ease. The feet of his quarry scratched thin streaks into the earth behind him.

      Turning the corner, he increased his pace. Hunching over, he exaggerated the effects of the unconscious man at his side. His presence was noted as soon as he crossed into the clear avenue leading to the square. The number of guards outside the master’s house and clinic had increased since he’d passed earlier. Haegan grinned.

      His prey was right where he wanted him.

      A solitary guard broke from the group manning the entrance.

      “What happened to this one, Mender?” His voice was measured, yet held a surprising amount of concern.

      “I’m unsure,” Haegan lied. “I found him lying in the alley. I imagine he’s passed out drunk, yet I can’t wake him.”

      The guard paused as he gave the unconscious man a once-over with his eyes. The bruise from where Haegan had struck the unfortunate man had yet to show. Even so, he propped that side of his head against his shoulder to disguise any early discoloring.

      “Better bring him inside so Mender Hall can get a look.” The guard sighed as he moved closer. “Here, let me help.”

      The guard took his position at the opposite side of the unconscious man. Though released of a great deal of the strain of the dead weight, Haegan remained hunched, ensuring that the man’s head lolled to his side. That his body concealed the sword hanging beneath the white robes.

      The remainder of the force eyed the trio suspiciously, yet parted ways as they moved for the stairs. Haegan could feel the pressure of the inquiring stares as they watched him enter the clinic. His heart raced in excitement at the click of the door closing behind them.

      The foyer of the master’s house had changed little over the cycles. He’d entered countless times on various errands for the Cadsae Proper guard or his more clandestine masters. Unlike before, the doorway to the private chambers of the master was open. His body tensed as a figure appeared in the hallway ahead.

      Captain Le’Dral paused in the opening. A look of concern flashed across his face.

      “What happened to this one?” he inquired of the pair. Before he could respond, the guard answered.

      “Likely drunk, sir,” he responded. “Unconscious in the alley.”

      Le’Dral sighed as he shook his head. The expression on his face morphed from concern to annoyance as he waved them off.

      “Thank you for bringing him in, Mender,” Le’Dral said as he turned, walking deeper into the house. “Leave him in the clinic. Mender Hall will see to him from here.”

      In a few strides, the captain disappeared into the last room at the end of the hallway. A large conference table was obvious through the open doorway.

      The guard assisting carrying the body steered them to the left, exiting the small entryway into the clinic. Crossing the threshold into the medical chamber, the aromas in the air shifted. The stale smell of smoke that he’d grown accustomed to was replaced with a pronounced metallic tang. The undeniable odor of long-dried blood hung in the air. Haegan felt the churn of anticipation inside his body. His time would be soon.

      They hadn’t traveled far into the depths of the clinic before they were greeted by the mender on duty. Appearing from behind a screened-off partition on the right, he wiped his hands on a towel, tossing the dirty rag into a bin for waste along the outer wall as he approached. His eyes were weary, yet they widened at the sight.

      The mender was aged; Haegan guessed that he was nearly twenty cycles younger than the experienced healer. The man’s hair was nearly entirely white, wiry and tragically thinning in patches.

      “What happened to this one?” he inquired as he ushered them further into the clinic. Haegan relayed his speculation as they followed the retreating mender. There were less than a dozen beds inside the modest clinic, though it appeared that only two were currently occupied. The mender on duty led them to one of the open beds near the end of the chamber, closer to the supplies along the back wall and further from the noise and distraction of the door.

      “Put him in here,” he ordered with a wave of his hand as he moved to collect supplies. With the assistance of the guard, it took little effort to hoist the man onto the bed.

      “Thank you for your assistance, sir,” Mender Hall offered as he entered the meager, walled-off area. He turned away from the pair, arranging whatever implements he carried on a small table along the opposite side of the bed. “I’m sure the captain expects your presence at the door, not within the clinic.”

      Chastised, the guard nodded, mumbling under his breath as he exited the clinic. It was only a matter of paces before he’d departed through the opening. Haegan followed the sound of the retreating footsteps. He was surprised to see the inquisitive eyes of the mender focused on him as he turned back to the bed.

      Careless, he scolded himself for the lack of concentration.

      “Yours isn’t a face I recognize,” the mender added. “I didn’t catch your name, sir. Were you practicing here within the city proper?”

      Haegan’s hands twitched with nervous anticipation. He expected the element of surprise. He had no fear of the captain, and certainly the mender would put him in no jeopardy, yet he prided himself on his stealth. The mental abuse he’d level on himself for his perceived failure if the alarm was roused would fester with him for cycles.

      “My apologies, sir.” He did his best to act contrite as he responded to the inquiry. “Aye, Cadsae Proper has been my home for some time now. I’ve dedicated my service to the East Ward.”

      The mender’s eyes squinted; his head twisted ever so slightly to the side as he watched, letting the response sink in. Haegan shifted his hand, scratching idly at an itch behind his back. His hand brushed against the hilt of the dagger secreted away on his belt.

      After a moment, the mender shrugged his shoulders and responded.

      “Ah, it’s no matter,” he replied. An honest smile crossed his face. “In truth, I can use all the help I can get around here these days. Only a few moons ago, I was thinking about hanging up my cloak. Retiring to a quiet village with a view of the coast.”

      He felt the mender’s focus shift from him to the unconscious patient stretched across the table. He mumbled to himself as he gently tilted and rotated the man’s head to the side.

      “It’s a pity,” Haegan whispered.

      The mender grunted, yet his focus remained on the patient on the table before him. He didn’t notice the blade that had appeared in Haegan’s hand.

      With little more than a muffled moan, his death was sealed.
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      The treeline at the base of the ridge exploded with a cloud of arrows. The projectiles streaked into the sky, tearing through the foliage like a flock of deadly birds. Only hours had passed since they’d faced the last deadly flight of arrows, yet the difference between their focus during the night and now was distinct.

      The mass of death from the sky had a primary target.

      Ryl.

      The grumble of darkness from within shrieked in anger. The roar became deafening. Without command, the Lei Guard dismounted in a rolling wave of bodies. No sooner had their feet reached the ground than they charged forward. The hiss of blades freeing their sheaths was the only sound they made as they raced toward the awaiting army.

      After the blood had settled in the wake of the last battle, nearly half of the black-cloaked warriors had been armed. Had only one of their number been granted the use of a blade, they would have been lethal. The sheer volume of animus and hate that bore down on the army would be devastating. Their speed was astonishing. There was no doubt in Ryl’s mind that they’d cover the distance before their horses would have made the journey. The quickness that they exhibited was a perverse, yet analogous complement to his own. Together, they moved like the low-hanging, inky black clouds of a storm.

      They would rain death.

      Ryl felt his heart sink as the Lei Guard charged unbeckoned. Had he lost control? There was little time to react. Escaping the arrows was something that he could accomplish with ease, yet not all had his speed, had his reflexes.

      “Vox, fire,” Ryl screamed as he desperately called on the speed that he knew lingered in his veins. For an agonizing moment, there was no response. The alexen remained silent, clouded by the shadow of the darkness that was consuming him from within. He felt the heat of the fireball that streaked overhead, its swirling tail of smoke angled toward the most beneficial intersection with the arrows.

      At long last, he felt the pulse of the alexen. The heat rushed through his veins, bringing a sense of warmth to his frigid body. He drank deeply from the speed as the wind around his right arm swelled. Dirt and dust, collected from the dry roadbed, whipped around his body, swelling into a gale within an instant. Ryl wrenched a single blade of the Leaves from the holsters with his right hand as he leapt from the back of his horse. The beast would only slow his movements. The explosion of green light and flame was intense, yet it did nothing to cut through the chill that enveloped his body.

      The concussive wave of Vox’s fireball rippled through his body a moment after it detonated in the face of the arrows. Ryl roared as he released the gout of wind that ripped around his arm. The torrent caught the flames of the Leaves, sending a wide, searing arc into the remaining arrows. Wooden shafts snapped as they were severed by the pointed force of the wind. The shattered remnants burst into flame under the searing heat of the green flames and explosion. With the clearing of the blaze, all that was left of the initial assault was burning embers of wood and a painful, yet hardly lethal rain of metal arrowheads. Many were likely to suffer cuts from the sharp metal, yet their effects were benign compared to the devastation they could have wrought.

      Ryl wasted no time. The speed coursed through his veins, slowing time to a crawl. A few dozen meters ahead, the Lei Guard, though sluggish, charged forward, eager to face the will of the army. Though the motions of the combined lords’ armies were hardly more than a crawl, the effects of the explosion and wind were sobering. Many among the lines had slowed dramatically. A few had stopped altogether. Large pocks were forming across what should have been a solid front of both mounted and foot soldiers. The rippling effects of the hesitant or resistant guards echoed through the lines, nowhere more dramatically than in the rear. Men toppled over each other in places. Bloodlust was replaced by fear and confusion.

      Ryl doubted if any here had witnessed the true power of the phrenics. He was uncertain if any had a true indication of the lethality of the Lei Guard. Until now, most had survived on myths of the mysterious warriors and rumors of the dreaded black-cloaked guards.

      The realization of their flawed logic had come far too late. The army churned toward what they believed was all but certain victory. An isolated group of only several hundred, standing undefended against the charge of a vastly superior force. They outnumbered their foes many to one. Their victory was all but assured. They would be hailed as heroes. Saviors of the kingdom.

      Ryl felt the knot form in his stomach. How many would be proven tragically wrong before he could stop the charge of the Lei Guard? They wouldn’t need too long before they would kill them all. Death for some was inevitable. Not all needed to die.

      The resolution of the conflict needed to come with haste.

      Like the Lei Guard, Ryl and the phrenics had dismounted. Their speed was far superior to the black-cloaked warriors, yet their lead was great. They would make contact with the cavalry before they could assist.

      “Paasek, can you slow them?” Ryl called as he sprinted toward the impending melee.

      His answer came not with words but a solitary roar that echoed over the field. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the shape of the elder phrenic as he slid to his knees on the hard-packed roadway, kicking up a small clot of dirt and pebbles.

      With his fist balled, the phrenic slammed his hand into the ground. Ryl had surged past, losing sight of Paasek, yet the effects of his actions were profound. For a moment, there was nothing, yet with every footstep that connected with the ground, the tremor within the soil below his feet swelled. Within several paces, the earth buckling beneath him slowed his pace. The charge of both armies faltered still as a massive, sharp cracking sound ripped through the mid-morning. It raced through the earth from north to south, like a peal of thunder tearing across the stormy sky. The shrieks of terror and the agitated whinnying of horses were drowned out as the rumbling continued unabated.

      Little more than twenty meters separated the Lei Guard from the incoming horses of the army. The harrowing effects of their emotions had yet to strike the will of the army, though he knew the time was only moments away. A foreign sensation bubbled up from within his core. He felt an uncontrollable swelling of the darkness, much like the strain of the alexen as he forced his skills to their max.

      The time was near when the mounting emotional assault of the Lei Guard would be released with terrifying effect.

      Between the two armies, the ground faced the more devastating effects of Paasek’s actions. The wild grasses that covered the rolling hill swayed violently, helpless in the grip of the unnatural force. Directly in front of Ryl, a single patch of earth, less than half a meter wide, forced itself upwards; the soil on either side sank down to fill the void. The turf split, peeling off to the sides as a crude column of stone sprouted from the earth.

      The earthen pillar was a roughly textured, crooked obelisk reaching toward the sky. From hundreds of locations along the face of the army, similar structures punched through the ground. The end result was profound. In staggered lines, the stones formed a twisted maze of obstacles. There were no straight lines for the cavalry to run. Even the passage of foot soldiers would be slowed. The disillusioned strength of overwhelming numbers, even though unnecessary to the phrenics, was negated.

      There was little time for Ryl to marvel at the skill of the phrenic councilor. The effort required to control the earth with such pivotal force was chilling. He understood the sensation of pushing one’s skills beyond their limits all too well. The emptiness and utter, frozen weariness had riddled his body on more than one occasion. Recovery was rapid, yet it was a harrowing experience.

      Ryl felt a stab of worry for his phrenic companion. For a moment he struggled to control his body, waging an internal war against the competing elements that had seemingly taken control. The alexen pleaded for his assistance for a fallen companion. Either directly or through the product of shared experiences, they all understood the ravages of overexertion. They begged him to call off the slaughter. Death for some was inevitable. There would be no benefit in the killing of all who stood before them this morning. Ryl understood all too well that many were likely just products of the system that they’d been raised in. Learned by generations of those who’d known nothing better than what they’d been taught by their parents. Those with doubts likely had little knowledge of the true opinions of the men who fought at their sides.

      Dissidents were punished severely. Notions contrary to rule of the kingdom were shared with few if any. Even simple questions carried a profound weight and danger if posed in the wrong company.

      Compliance had been bred for generations.

      Ignorance was a trait that was highly sought.

      Ryl forced himself to look back over his shoulder as he continued moving in pursuit of the Lei Guard. Paasek’s effects had spared none. Lei Guard, phrenics, horses and men had all felt the effects of the trembling earth. All had been slowed, yet the inevitable collision between men and blades loomed. The phrenic councilor lay unmoving on the ground twenty meters to their rear. Vox had stopped between Ryl and Paasek; his arm still burned with flames. From the rear, Lenu, at the head of the Vigil, raced to the phrenic’s side. Andr, Millis, Cavlin and the unawakened remained as the rear guard.

      For a moment, Ryl felt the pang of regret that they’d been left unprotected at the rear. There was little cover close to either side of the Kingsway to conceal a flanking attack of any true merit. Andr, Millis and Cavlin alone were formidable opponents. Together, their cunning lethality could be devastating, of that he was sure.

      He feared for any who attempted to secure what they thought was an easy target of the unawakened at the rear of their troop. The three guards would prove challenging enough, yet none could contemplate the strength of the trio of unawakened when threatened. Backed into a corner, their powers could be devastating.

      There were few moments for concern to cloud his judgment. The internal revolt of alexen and the taint of the nexela blurred the lines between what was right and what was an abomination. Slowed by the turbulent ground underfoot, Ryl had a moment to attempt to rein in the rampaging Lei Guard. Nearly all were back on their feet. Their legs churned toward the crooked, random stone pillars that stood between them and their prey.

      The stone would only hold them for so long. They’d cross through the path quickly. Anticipation of the kill to come had nearly reached the point of boiling over. Once blood was spilled, Ryl feared he might never regain control until there was none left standing to oppose them. Until the sloping terrain and forest were bathed in a wash of crimson. Their excitement at the thrill of the kill was excruciating. The release of devastating, paralyzing emotions was only moments away.

      Ryl felt the chill rush through him as he demanded the black-cloaked warriors call off their assault. The icy stab of cold cut through his body like a knife. He buckled over in agony as the pain tore through his core. The heat of the agitated alexen in his veins was stifled by the all-encompassing cold.

      The darkness found its hold.

      The war cry of the darkness within was deafening as it screamed through his body. Visions of the surroundings clouded, cloaked with a mistlike haze. Though the cover was thick, much like looking through clouded water, he could distinctly make out the images before him. He recognized every facet of the stone barrier that separated him from his kill. He noted the forms of the soldiers approaching up the ridge.

      He could see their emotions. From each body rippled hints of varying sensations. Closest to him, the soldiers radiated a hatred that nearly matched the strength of the Lei Guard now stalking forward at his side. Further back, the feelings shifted. Uncertainty. Distrust. Fear. Jealousy. All were present among the lines of soldiers.

      A pair of figures stood out among the ranks of the army. Centered in the middle of the road, their bodies radiated an inky blackness where the others exuded only emotions. The darkness that surrounded them surpassed even that of the Lei Guard, who had now reached the porous barrier of rock. Ryl could sense their influence over the army that stood between them. Their malevolence had pushed, twisted and coerced the soldiers into assault.

      He felt the resounding sting of the challenge all too clearly.

      His left hand fell to the remaining weapon secured in its holster on his back. The blade took a moment to light, and it freed its sheath almost as if it were hesitant to respond to his will. Green flames burned across its translucent, serrated edge, yet the flames were feeble. There was no rush of excited energy, not a sudden sensation of the blade’s eagerness. The lack of the normal feelings with the weapons in his hands was lost to him as the darkness clouded his sensations.

      Ryl stalked forward, his glare focused directly on the pair within the army. His concern for those who remained had ebbed until it faded into nothingness. A foreign stab of emotion cut through him. A whisper from within, muffled and nondescript, responded with emphasis. Voices distant, yet clear screamed his name though he brushed off the calls. His focus was singular. All else mattered not.

      The powers that had been brooding, waiting eagerly for release, exploded from the black-cloaked warriors at his side. Devastation, malevolence and a crippling fear seethed out in waves. The dreaded sensations were an eerie comfort to his body, silencing the voices that had quickly become an annoyance.

      He reached the pillars of stone a moment after the last of the Lei Guard slithered into the maze. He growled at the impediments slowing his progress. Slashing out with the blades in both hands, he severed the leading columns with ease. As the stone crumbled, he hammered it with a wave of wind, throwing the remnants into the towers behind it. In the face of his gust, the rock crumbled, rendered into nothing more than a hail of deadly projectiles hurtling toward the cavalry stymied by the unnatural barrier. Screams of men and horses ripped through the air as the earthen weapons sliced their way into their midst. All along the line of the army, agonized wails of horror and pain joined the sickening chorus as the Lei Guard collided with their prey.

      A wash of cold surged through his body. In its wake it spread a profound, disturbing sensation of contentment as the blood of the helpless soldiers splattered the ground. His pace remained measured as he moved into the churning army. With an errant flick of his wrist, he cut down a rider who’d toppled from his horse. The man had his hands raised, weaponless, pleading for mercy. The glowing green blades sliced through him, severing his body without remorse.

      With every soldier he cut down, the burning glow of the blades diminished. With every drop of hot, sticky blood that splattered his face, the flames faltered. Ryl found that his concern for the smoldering blades waned as the fire withered. The true majesty and importance of the blades was nothing more than a fleeting wisp of emotion, swallowed by the darkness that had taken possession of his being. The bloodlust consumed his body.

      From all sides, the bedlam of conflict resounded. Screams of pain and terror ripped through the air, yet there were few reverberating notes of steel against steel. The forces of the Lord Cormeth had been ill prepared to counter the sheer devastating force of the Lei Guard. Ryl granted little attention to the massacre that surrounded him. A potent sense of fear radiated off all the soldiers in the line of his vision. The sense was uniform among the entirety of the army save for two. The pair had remained unmoving throughout the early stages of the assault. They were statues, radiating an inky blackness that stood as an unacceptable challenge to his order.

      To his rule.

      The Lei Guard understood and respected his power. In his current state, there was no question that they’d ever dare challenge his rule. They understood the consequences.

      The pair of nobles, though their attempt was at least admirable, had failed.

      Yet they were still too proud, too ignorant to accept the fact. Ryl would show them the error of their misguided ways.

      There were few to stand in his way. The feeble attempts at swordsmanship, whether offensive or purely defensive in nature, grew tiring. There was no challenge, no excitement in the thrill of the kill. Though his body churned with ecstasy as every sword stroke drew more blood, there was a vast part of him that felt empty. Disconnected from the battle that swarmed around him.

      The annoyance of the foreign emotion swelled again as he approached the carriages that provided a backdrop to the two figures of his attention. Over the last few meters, their statuesque forms had reverted from solid, challenging confidence to abject fear. Unsurprisingly, he had found them wholly unworthy. The foreign, unnatural stab of calm, of resounding hopefulness that tickled his senses sent a shiver down his spine. Though his body had grown accustomed to the chill, the emotions struck deep into his core. The sudden heat that radiated through his limbs faded quickly as the darkness responded in force.

      Muffled voices screamed his name. Their tones were pleading yet disconnected. He could feel their words resonating from both outside and within. It was a curious sensation, yet he stifled the internal inquiry as he parried a halfhearted sword strike at his abdomen. With one hand, he chopped down on the blade arm of the attacker. The flames of his glowing blades had all but faded. Every drop of blood they drew, the serrated edges cooled. The raging green fires that surrounded it faltered. The surface was now nothing more than an outline of a sword, fading, yet still undeniably lethal. His other hand swiped errantly at the body to his side, clutching the stump of its severed arm. The man’s head rolled off his shoulders, spilling to the ground in a sickening thump.

      The pair ahead now abandoned all hope of civility. They clawed at each other to escape the malevolent wrath that had answered their challenge.

      Every step brought him closer. Every moment brought death to those who surrounded him. The feeling of dread and devastation that was all encompassing ebbed with every step as the dead quickly outnumbered the living. The soldiers, pawns of the architects of the futile challenge, still radiated fear, yet their instincts had taken control. They were no longer paralyzed, rooted to the ground in terror. They abandoned the field, racing from him and the black-cloaked warriors who dealt death in terrifying numbers.

      Running for their lives.

      It was only a moment before he realized the cause. The sensation, the clawing annoyance that had plagued his body, though faint, was still present. An emotional assault focused over a wide area, not centered on himself. He sneered at their flight. He opened his mouth, releasing a scream at the soldiers scrambling from his path. The wail that emanated was feral, savage, more animal than human.

      The collapse of the army that had blocked their path illuminated the tragic weakness of their lords. Their masters’ failures were never clearer.

      They commanded nothing. Their army, their figurative strength had failed under his might. They would pay for their insult. They would recognize true strength when they were met face-to-face.

      The emotions, the foreign voices pleading for respite swelled again as another stab of sensations jolted through his core. Frantic voices screaming for his attention increased. There was a sudden tug on his left shoulder. A hand, heavy and solid, clamped down on his cloak, slowing his approach. The screaming in his ears increased as the external emotions forced themselves over his body. Anger welled throughout as his steady pace was broken. Ryl twisted his body, lashing out at the unseen creature. With his left hand, he slashed at the middle of the figure; with his right, a lethal slice was aimed where he expected the neck to be.

      The individual who had slowed his assault was a towering mountain of a man covered in a charcoal cloak. The hood was pulled up over his head, concealing his eyes. The man leapt backward, desperately attempting to avoid either of the strikes that would assuredly end his life. He raised the massive war hammer in his opposite hand in an attempt to parry the blow. His speed was incredible. Even with his enormous size, he moved with an agility that defied convention. Though the upper half of his face was hidden by shadow, the shock that registered was clear.

      His motions, though rapid, would not be enough to save him from the sting of the fading, yet lethal blades. Ryl felt his stomach twist as a sickening jolt of emotions stabbed through his body. Doubt. Horror. Self-pity. The sensations raced through the entirety of his body. These feelings were nothing like those that had been forced on him. The sensations that had blanketed the army in the path of his approach paled in comparison. They resonated from within. A deep, endless disbelief at the actions that were playing out around him.

      Utter disgust at the actions wrought by his own hands.

      As the first of the glowing blades reached the body of their next victim, they flickered out of existence. The weapons in his hands were nothing more than sticks. The cloak of the man who’d restrained him shifted as the wind of their passing jostled the cloth.

      Ryl had felt little to nothing as his blades had ravaged those in his path. They were in his way. They were preventing him from reaching the focus of his attention. In that instant, he recognized the figure.

      He knew the man. Not just the mere recognition of his features, the knowledge was on a level far deeper than he could understand.

      For an instant, the weight of his actions in the moments preceding crushed him. The haze that clouded his vision cleared. What had he done?

      There was little time for thought. The moment proved short lived.

      With a devastating force, the hatred, the devastation, the insatiable bloodlust reclaimed its momentary separation. The understanding of the individual before him departed, leaving merely annoyance at the delay of his cause. Anger that his blades had failed him when he’d needed them. Several similarly cloaked figures approached several meters behind the mountain of a man.

      With a growl, Ryl tossed the wooden sticks in his hands at their feet before wheeling around, sprinting after his struggling quarry. The pair had only reached the rear of the closest wagon. They battled with each other’s might, clawing and kicking as they attempted to flee. The din of the battle, the chorus of death that had accompanied his assault faded. Low moans of the dying came in waves though it was overwhelmed by the crashing sounds of numerous bodies breaking through the underbrush.

      A small pocket of fighting remained directly in front of his path. A group of six men battled each other. The soldiers were clothed differently from the others who formed the vast ranks of the army. Even to the untrained eye, it was clear to see the sheer value and wealth of their uniforms. Though far less than the opulent finery of the lords who now rolled on the ground, raking furiously at each other, they exhibited a station far superior to the common soldiers around them. Their swords clashed as they danced among the remains of their companions; few remained standing in their struggle. A war within a war.

      The soldiers were bloodied. Their fancy clothing had been reduced to dirty tatters, though they were matted in places, sticking to the blood that leaked from countless thin slices across their skin. Crimson stains spread, reducing the finery to ruin.

      Their personal battle was condensed, fighting over a single, cleared patch of the road. They were likely the best among the varied armies of either house. The personal protectors of the nobility. Their concentration was focused; there was little time to regard the devastation that surrounded them. Little understanding that there was no separating friends and foes. All who stood in the face of the black-cloaked Lei Guard would die. Any who mustered the will, who embodied the strength to resist the emotional assault of the Lei Guard fled, dragging all they could into the woods beyond. Distance was their savior at the moment.

      At the moment, they merely stood as an impediment to the objects of his attention. Without slowing, Ryl continued onward. Every step increased the gout of wind that swirled around his right arm. He was only a few paces away when he released the wind that had whipped around him.

      The torrent of wind from Ryl’s arm slammed into the soldiers. A killing strike sailed wide as the gust sent their bodies airborne. They twisted and turned as they were tossed like ragdolls in the wind. With a sickening crunch, a pair of them slammed into the rear of the closest wagon. The others, perhaps luckier at the moment, careened across the road, skidding to a stop on the hard-packed earth.

      Ryl easily skipped over the piled bodies of the lords’ personal protectors. A single sword protruded from the chest of a corpse, likely lost as its deadly edge bit too deep into bone. He grimaced as he wrenched the blade from the body. A wet sucking sound accompanied the muffled snapping of bone. Blood spewed from the gaping wound, forming a small fountain before settling to a river that poured out onto the earth. He whipped the sword out to his side, splattering the remaining crimson across the road.

      The squabbling of the lords stilled, as he had cast their protectors aside with a single swipe of his arm. The dominant of the pair leveraged himself off the ground, using his opponent as a step. The other spewed obscenities as he too clambered to his feet. In unison the pair dusted themselves off as if a clean tunic and neat appearance would be their saving grace. They were for a moment united in the unspoken bonds of diplomacy. They were likely masters of postulating and groveling for the scraps of those who commanded true power.

      Ryl observed the pair even as he shortened the distance between them. He could see the black ooze of malevolence pouring from their bodies. The one to the right commanded more attention. The pool of inky blackness that seemed to surround his body was far larger than the other. His Blessing had been either more potent, or he’d survived longer under its influence.

      Either way. They had both proved unworthy.

      Their challenge was feeble. The armies they sacrificed before them were weak. The call from within surged.

      They had tried. They had sought to exert their superiority. They had hoped to wrest control. The wave of satisfaction coursed through his body as the darkness within relished the truth. They had failed.

      There was none who could challenge his power.

      There was a part of his consciousness that recognized both of the faces of the nobles. They had been present at the Deliverance only days earlier, though it was the stain, the challenge of the nexela in their blood, that was what currently defined them. The lord on the left was the first to move. He was a man of average build, with an elongated rigid face. His facial features were sharp, giving him a look of ingrained cruelty. The hair atop his head was still thick, yet his eyes contained the undeniable truth of his age. They had seen far more cycles than natural. The gift of the Blessing. He put his arms out before him in a placating manor as he stepped forward to speak.

      His features softened dramatically as the words began to flow. The timbre was calm and inviting with an intoxicating lilt. The darkness that surrounded him clawed at Ryl, seeking ingress. How many had been swayed by merely the manner of his speech? The control of his unnatural powers. The whispers of hatred inside Ryl raged as the words and intent washed over him.

      “Let there be peace, my friend,” the lord cooed. The charm of his voice never broached the cunning of his eyes. He’d just as easily plant a knife in Ryl’s back than honor any peace.

      In a single bound, Ryl darted forward, covering the remaining distance in a flash. The blade in his hand bit into the man’s stomach, punching through his back in an explosion of blood. The motion carried the pair back a meter into the wooden wagon behind them. The sword dug deep into the wood. He let his hand slip from the blade, leaving the gasping lord pinned to the carriage. A river of blood poured down the painted wooden slats and formed a pool on the road below.

      With every drop of crimson that escaped his body, the blackness that surrounded him waned. His skin wrinkled; hair shed in clumps, matting to his face and clothing as it caught in the blood that sputtered from his mouth. The ravages of his true age held nothing back as drop by drop the black taint that surrounded his body faded to nothingness.

      Seeking an opportunity, the second lord dashed to the side, attempting to flee from the fatal grasp. The fact that there would be no negotiating was brutally clear.

      Ryl let his pitiful attempt at escape last for a few paces. Just long enough for the sense of false hope to build in his mind. In a few lengthy strides, with a speed that defied convention, Ryl caught up with his prey. Leaping into the air, he landed heavily on the back of the aged noble. Using his knees, he drove the man into the ground. A pitiful gasp escaped his mouth as the air was pushed from the helpless man’s lungs.

      He eased off the body just enough to flip the man over. A wave of foreign emotion crashed into his body. The icy depths that had frozen him thawed for a moment as heat bubbled up from his core. The sensation lasted an instant, a fleeting glimpse of the reality that surrounded him, yet the picture it illustrated was horrifying. A landscape painted in blood. Not from a glorious battle but from a massacre. The death in these numbers was avoidable. He was the cause.

      His stomach churned as the gasping lord beneath struggled to wriggle out from under his weight. The fleeting glimpse, the heat, along with the swelling revulsion in his gut were silenced as the chilling darkness flexed its control once more. Ryl growled at the sensations that washed over him, ignoring the hammering waves. Voices cried out, pleading with a name that he no longer recognized. A toxic feeling of disgust lingered in his core, yet the cause remained a mystery. Too trivial to investigate.

      He had more important considerations to attend to.

      The lord whined as he regained another inch of freedom from the crushing force that pinned him to the ground. His arms and legs kicked wildly in a pitiful, yet concerted effort to gain relief. Ryl’s eyes burned as he watched the shifting cloud of black underneath his body. The foolish lord had thought to challenge his power. His generations of strength amounted to nothing.

      His payment would be painful.

      Ryl’s hands closed around the man’s throat, striking out with lightning speed. The squealing whimper was choked out as his hands stopped the noise from escaping his throat. His focus was intense. All around him, there was silence. The sound of blades on blades, the whinnying of horses, the snapping of the undergrowth as men fled terrified through the forest, all was lost in a chilling yet comforting state of peace.

      The inky potency of the blackness faded as the lord’s eyes bulged. The looks shone clear as they shifted from shock to pain to desperation. Streaks of black spread across the whites of his eyes as the life was choked out of him. One more squeeze and his life would be at an end.

      A sharp pain lanced through Ryl’s body. His head ricocheted forward, his hands involuntarily releasing their hold on the doomed man’s neck. His vision spun and clouded. While surrounded by an endless sea of darkness, the world around him snapped to all white as his body collapsed to the ground.
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      The screaming volume in his ears nearly matched the burning fires of turmoil that raged through his veins. The endless icy chill of the darkness collided with the heat of the alexen, churning his insides into a slurry of wildly conflicting emotions.

      Ryl blinked his eyes. His eyesight had been clouded, yet now there was nothing but a wall of vicious flame and heat. Heat swelled from within, yet the skin on his face stung from the proximity to the external blaze. A shadow moved before him, temporarily blocking the searing heat and undulating color of the inferno.

      With the temporary relief from the scorching heat, his senses cleared. He was on his knees, yet his body was limp. He called on his muscles to respond. The innate terror swelled as they failed to respond to his orders. The back of his head throbbed with a pain that sent waves of pressure and agony through his riddled mind. Pressure swelled from his shoulder. He felt the firm grip of fingers as they held him up. Voices called to him. There was urgency in their tone.

      A second shape shifted from behind the first silhouette that blocked the flame. Smaller than the other, it was hunched, moving with a feline grace. It seemed to slide beyond his vision. The readied bow in its hand was focused outward, through the flame, as it prowled the perimeter. The squeeze of a second, heavy hand on his right arm sent a jolt of electricity coursing through his veins. A solitary voice called over the turmoil that ravaged his body.

      The melodic voice was soft, yet its allaying tones calmed his mind. He knew the voice. Felt the keen sting of supreme loss. The hushed tones were like an antiseptic to the blackness that poisoned his body and mind.

      With the lances of electricity that arced through his core came recollection. His stomach churned and twisted with revulsion as the truth of what he’d done came to light. Ryl retched, spilling the meager contents onto the ground. His eyes welled with tears as his vision fell to his hands. Blood splatter covered his flesh. The skin on his left arm had reverted again to the original tattoo of the sun, streaked with undulating lines of blackness.

      “Where are they?” His panicked voice came out as nothing more than a whisper.

      How many had died at his hands? He had led the army of the Lei Guard. There were none who could stand in the face of their assault. Of his assault. He felt the alexen roll through his veins. Where they churned, they spread comfort though they felt disturbingly detached from the norm.

      “Those who survive wait outside the fire.” The deep voice rang out close to his ear in response. It took only an instant to recognize the timbre, though the image that flashed in his mindsight confirmed the identity. Ramm, the towering phrenic, both held him aloft and restrained him from moving. “They stalk the perimeter, yet don’t tempt the flames. Vox won’t be able to hold them for long.”

      Ryl felt a stab of worry course through his body. His friends, his companions, the Lei Guard, the unfortunate shells of the tributes he’d sworn to protect stood on the blade’s edge. Every step seemed to shift the tide closer to devastation.

      “Is it you, Ryl?” a second voice quizzed. The figure of another shifted to his opposite side. His arm covered in a sheet of flames, Vox shuffled toward him. He moved with an uncharacteristic lack of grace. His steps were heavy, dragging along the ground as he moved. The skills at his command were taxing. Ryl understood all too well. The wall of flames that surrounded them grew less intense by the moment.

      “You were lost to us for a time,” Vox noted with a hint of concern. “There was nothing left of your glow; it was like the sun setting behind the curve of the world. Nothing but darkness remained. Let me see your face, Ryl.”

      For an instant, Ryl bristled at the request; the churning of darkness inside fed off his emotions, bubbling up with a vengeful glee. It took several steadying breaths before he regained control enough to act. The alexen begged for calm, even as their agitated energy worked to maintain the balance over the shadows within. Though he trusted his phrenic companions with his life, he experienced a concrete discomfort as his hands slid the hood back from his face. He felt the heavy hand of Ramm on his shoulder tense as the cloth fell from to his back.

      Vox’s head tilted slightly as his vision focused on Ryl’s face. He could feel the piercing glare that studied him, though the truth of the eyes was hidden beneath an impenetrable shadow. After a moment, the phrenic elementalist’s lips curled into a weak, yet telling smile. His focus again returned to the ring of fire and subsequent ring of blackness that surrounded them. The pressure of the hand on his shoulder eased.

      “What do they wait for?” Ryl inquired, willingly diverting the subject from the present inquisition. With his face exposed, he could feel the intensity of the fire. The heat stung the skin of his face, bringing water to his eyes. “I can feel them. They are pensive, concerned.”

      He squinted his eyes, peering through the fire before him. The black-cloaked warriors formed a ring around the fire. The flames encircled their meager party, leaving a space of five meters before the intense heat of the blaze. To his right, the inferno had reached the edge of the first carriage. The wagon was fully engulfed though it had crumbled in upon itself as the hungry flames consumed all.

      Ramm released his hold on Ryl, shifting to his side. As the phrenic’s grasp released from the tattooed image of the hand on his right arm, the volume of the melodic tones that pacified him faded. For a moment, he felt the panic stir in his veins as he sought for the voice, for the connection. It remained where it had been for moons, mingling with the multitude of voices that churned through him. Hushed, yet its presence was distinguishable through the din.

      “Do you not remember anything?” The phrenic peered at him inquisitively though his vision remained only for a moment. His eyes were never far from the flames that encircled them and the danger that lurked without.

      “You called to them, Ryl,” he noted. “It was your voice that halted their charge.”

      “It was my voice that led them to carnage,” Ryl added. “I lost control. Once they broke from the line, there was nothing I could do to appease the bloodlust. The alexen, my own orders, there was no restraining them without the darkness that lives within me. It was the opportunity it had been waiting for.”

      “What’s done is done, my friend,” Ramm intoned. “The past will always be the past. Bloodshed was inevitable. Those who stood before us had a choice. They’ve had a lifetime to choose right from wrong. The moral compass to question the torture of children is something they lacked. Their ultimate error in challenging a foe they stood no chance against was the final futile decision that sealed their fates. If not today, it would have been tomorrow. How many more would have died in surprise attacks in the night? They made their choice and paid the price for it.”

      Ryl thought for a moment as the words ricocheted through his mind. There was an undeniable air of truth in his phrenic companion’s words. They knew each other far better, shared a bond that ran deeper than many could imagine. The alexen in his veins, though frenzied as they combatted the dark whispers, made no attempt to counter the logic. He felt the wave of understanding as it coursed through him.

      “Just as they had the choice, so did I,” Ryl muttered. “I let the darkness control me. I saw no other way. The choice to follow that path was mine, and it cost dearly.”

      Ramm crouched down at his side. Even on his knees, the phrenic’s massive frame was taller than Ryl.

      “As always, you did what was necessary in the moment,” he whispered. His voice was oddly soothing, though there was no added emotion behind his voice. “You act for the better of others at the cost of yourself. If you hadn’t done what was necessary, the slaughter would have continued unabated until life was snuffed from every last soul, or we would have been forced to put them down. I assure you, both friend and foe would have perished.”

      The phrenic scanned the ring of fire cautiously. Paelec prowled by, ever in motion, watching the movement of the Lei Guard beyond. For their part, they remained statuesque. A ring of black figures flickering orange in the light of the flames.

      “I mourn the Lei Guard who perished today,” he grumbled. “Their tortured existence has stretched on long enough. Let their bodies rest. We’ll continue on with the others as long as it takes, my friend.”

      He turned to meet Ryl’s distant gaze. Though he could see nothing beneath his hood, he could feel his gaze harden. The muscles of his jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth.

      “Do not lay this blame on yourself, Ryl,” he added. “You alone carry a burden far greater than even I could sustain. None here who knows the truth will judge you any differently. Neither Vigil, nor guard, nor unawakened, nor phrenic. And neither would she, Ryl. Look inside, listen. You’ll know the truth of my words.”

      Unbeckoned, the sudden surge of emotion was alarming. The voices of the alexen roared their approval to the message. The last of the lingering notes sent a chill down his spine. It was the voice he heard clearly as if she stood only a step away.

      Kaep begged for his understanding. Pleaded with him not to bear the burden of others’ guilt.

      The sentiment, the understanding was warming. The weight of the darkness that crushed him down, still clouded his vision, that blurred the clarity of his thought cleared a touch.

      An errant thought still toyed at the deepest recesses of his mind.

      The will that had carried him far. Time and time again he had forced his body, his power beyond its bounds. The lines of what was logical and safe had been corrupted. In the end, the choice to act was not his alone. His only option, the only path he could see forward was to react. The darkness had waited to test his defenses, waiting for the opportune moment of desperation to assert its control.

      How many of his actions were truly his to command? Voices from within called, pleaded and urged him onward in moments of stress and question.

      The rumble of darkness rolled from somewhere deep within.

      He felt suffocated by the thoughts, by the realization, that while he was free, his life wasn’t truly his to command. Ryl had dealt with the weight of the prophecy. It seemed like a lifetime; however, it had only been a few cycles’ time. The alexen within had acted in much the same capacity as did the phrenics of old. They offered their guidance in times of need; however, he was still free to choose which path he would ultimately follow. With the addition of the darkness that now lived inside him, he felt his free will being choked.

      The rush of the alexen through his veins felt somehow foreign. They plowed along issuing suggestions and advice when needed, yet their intentions felt altered. Ryl shook off the thoughts as he again met the gaze of the phrenic at his side.

      “How many have we lost, Ramm?” His voice was morose.

      “Just over a dozen Lei Guard have fallen,” the phrenic responded with a forced, pained smile. “We’ve been separated from the others, yet the fighting was focused here. The army fled to the west; their will to fight was shattered. Unless the others were surprised by a separate force, they should be alright.”

      Ryl’s mindsight snapped to view as the phrenic spoke. To the east, well beyond the wall of darkened shapes that encircled them, he could see the distinct signatures of several individuals. The phrenic councilor was easy to identify, though his motions were sluggish. The wall of stone had taken a toll on the elder phrenic. Ryl knew the chill of exhaustion all too well. Beyond where Paasek remained, a small cluster of four glowing signatures was clear. Three burned brighter than the fourth. The unawakened protected the child who traveled with them.

      “Paasek is up, yet even from here I can see he is weak,” Ryl interrupted, his vision turned to the sky above. Though the day had been long, the sun had just passed midday. “We need to cover as many miles as we can today. Let us collect the others and put as much distance from here as possible.”

      Ryl rested his hand heavily on Ramm’s shoulder, leveraging his body up. With every breath, his vision cleared another degree, yet the absence of the vivid detail and clarity that had grown to be his norm was disturbing. The sight through the eyes of the darkness had been chilling, yet unique.

      Emotions were clear, rippling off the bodies of the others in waves. The greater the reach and force, the stronger the emotion, yet above all, fear overpowered the others. He’d been drawn to the emotion, used his force to capitalize on the weakness with paralyzing fear. Their darkness preyed on the vulnerability of the bodies they hunted.

      It preyed on the fragility of the minds it corrupted.

      On his feet, Ryl could see over the wall of flames. The Lei Guard’s attention was singular. Their focus was trained squarely on him. In the absence of the alexen in their bodies, there was nothing to counter the influence of the nexela. The darkness found an easy hold over a defenseless mind. Broken by cycles of torture, there was no strength or will left in them to counter the assault.

      Ryl watched the Lei Guard closely as they catalogued his every movement. He raised his left arm, looking at the undulating black that pressed against the edges of the burning sun around his elbow. Over the weariness that covered his body, the dull pain that radiated from his head, the throbbing sensation in his arm had been ignored. The glow was faint, yet he was hesitant to use its power.

      How much more of the vile nexela could he allow into his body before the alexen would fail to hold it in control?

      Would they still follow his command? Would they still recognize his authority and strength without question?

      He squeezed his fist together, watching as the darkness shifted along the back of his palm. He could feel the hiss of shadowed voices from within pleading with his mind, probing for signs of weakness. A chink in the armor to find an egress to control. His eyes squinted at the thought of the stinging agony that came with the transition.

      There was a fine line between allowing the darkness to consume his arm and maintaining the status quo of the alexen in his veins. He flirted with the balance, granting a hint of the shadow control before forcing his mind to halt the process. The attempt was excruciating. Ryl collapsed to his knees as the pain radiated up from his arm, stabbing lances of agony through his body.

      His body buckled at the waist; he pitched forward; only the involuntary motions of his hands stopped his face from crashing into the ground. The effort had sapped what little strength he had left in his body. He gasped for breath, inhaling deep gusts of dusty air. The earthy particulate had a profoundly metallic tang of blood that chapped his lips as it clung to the moisture in his mouth. It was only a moment before he felt the steady hands of Ramm hoist him back to his feet. The instantaneous stabbing pain in his arm had receded, yet the phantom offshoots still radiated through his mind. Through the teary vision and receding flames, the forward motion of the Lei Guard was telling.

      The black-cloaked guard had moved forward a step, though they maintained their distance from the flames. The motion was less of a challenge than an involuntary response. Ryl’s immediate response, an ingrained reaction, was to seek assistance as the pain ravaged his mind. The Lei Guard reacted to his command. He’d not ceded complete control to the darkness, yet the guard had reacted with a uniform response.

      If he could endure the pain, if he could withstand the draining effects, orders could be issued without fear of ceding complete control. For the first time since the assault commenced this morning, he felt the pull of the muscles on his face as his lips curled into a smile.

      He could control the Lei Guard without risking the total uncontrolled devastation that he’d wrought only moments earlier. He feared for his companions, for the unawakened who relied on him, for Damaris if the control of his own faculties slipped too far from his reach. His willpower would only carry him so far.

      There would be no stopping him if he lost complete control.

      The urgent need to make haste was reinforced. Maintaining his hold over the darkness within his veins would be his new norm, one he was convinced he’d cope with, as the alexen that churned within him had formed a tentative barrier between him and total abandon. He was certain that they’d not allow the transition without a struggle. The added presence of the darkened warriors, the need to maintain a position of authority, was wearing on him.

      It was a selfish desire, yet one that could have dramatic implications if not managed soon.

      He needed the assistance of the ancient forest. The haunting visions of the chamber resounded through his mind. The limp bodies suspended by vines from the branches. The putrid black sludge that dripped from the end of the leafy offshoots to the soil below. So potent, so ingrained were the odors that he could still smell the scents. It was an odor he was certain would linger for all his days, no matter how numbered they were.

      “Ramm, I’ll need your support. We need to collect the others. I need to move the Lei Guard.” His words were broken, spaced between ragged breaths, altered by the lances of pain that still radiated out from his arm.

      “There’s no need to request my support, Ryl,” the phrenic intoned. His words were genuine. Ryl understood the truth behind them implicitly. “The support of the phrenics you will have whether you request it or not.”

      Ryl nodded in thanks, choosing to issue a wave of gratitude from his core, saving the effort of speaking. The weariness of the first attempt, coupled with the lingering hangover from his foray into the darkness, had left him drained. Like learning all skills, the early attempts were exhausting. He tried to ignore the fact that even his earliest trials in communicating with the Erlyn, controlling the soulborne wind, or managing the speed that was now second nature had been blissfully absent of the excruciating pain.

      The agony, much like his skin twisting, snapping from the muscles before being pulled from his bones and inverted, was nearly impossible to describe. On a smaller scale, the sensation that was present with the transference was eerily similar. With the loss of Gresh and the beginning of what was referred to as the Barren in the lore of Vim, there were no phrenics left alive save him who had received the transition of powers.

      Ryl let his gaze travel around the edge of the flaming circle. The Lei Guard had pressed closer, the feeling of constriction was potent, yet they exuded none of the dreaded emotions that had come to define their reign of terror. They were all cloaked, concealing their eyes, yet he could feel them watching him. At the moment, there was little malevolence to their demeanor. The dreaded warriors, only moments ago, had slaughtered any who stood in their path, whether or not they chose to fight or defend themselves. Now they stood motionless, watching him with childlike curiosity.

      There was no sense in keeping them waiting.

      Their freedom awaited.

      His freedom awaited.

      Ryl gritted his teeth together as he allowed the transition to begin. The growl that escaped his lips quickly turned into a bloodcurdling scream.
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      The instantaneous swell of agony overwhelmed him within a moment. Searing pain radiated from his arm. Starting with his elbow, it stretched in either direction as the forces within struggled to define their control. Joining the pain, the volume that screamed in his ears was deafening. His own cry became nothing more than a pitiful whimper, lost under the discordant tunes of the forces that ravaged his insides.

      It was a volume that he felt as much as he heard.

      The alexen screamed for control, muscling through his veins as they struggled to maintain their natural domain. The shadow wailed and growled in tongues of agony and hatred as it exerted its smothering weight, stretching the bounds of the confinement it had been relegated to.

      Ryl struggled to maintain a hold of his sanity. The clarity of thoughts shifted wildly. Disjointed images flashed in his mind. Vibrant mountains, bustling with life, greeted the golden brilliant sun overhead. Tall, wild grasses swayed from side to side, rustling quietly as they were pushed by the gentle breeze. An instant later, like waking from a dream, the color leached from the image. Lifeless plains stretched out along the base of long-dead, crumbling spires. A burning ball of black, more like a void, drained life from the terrain. Blood soaked the ground, dripping from the scattered stunted shrubs as if it had just rained crimson.

      The disparity continued flash after flash; it slowly crushed his will to fight. Smothered his drive to wrest control from the forces that battled inside. The volume of the raging calls that resounded through his head were deafening. Against the forces, the sense of his impending failure blossomed as he felt the strength of his will falter. In that instant, he wanted nothing more than to give in to whatever element had the strength to make the intolerable pain disappear. To silence the voices that demanded obedience.

      It started as a whisper, lost among the volume of the raging storm. The notes of harmony wavered in and out, their tones cutting through the noise. The familiarity of the call clawed at his mind. He knew the voice well, yet his mind failed to register the connection. The words were undefinable, yet the intent was profound. The message became a priority; though calm, there was an urgency that was undeniable.

      Ryl focused on the tune that rang through his mind. As he struggled to decipher the message, the volume of the clashing forces locked in a life-or-death struggle for control began to fade. His attention was indelibly drawn to the whisper among the storm.

      In a flash, the message was clear. A single image registered in his mind. Slowly fading into view, it halted the flashing of disparate illustrations. The depiction was serene, sparkling with the radiant clarity that had blossomed with his awakening. Ryl’s feet were planted firmly on a circular stone landing. To one side, the vibrant mountains and life-giving sun teemed with energy. To his other, the fractured, jagged peaks of the dead range loomed over the withered terrain. The focus of his attention stood directly to his front.

      Clad in the telltale cloak of the phrenics stood a figure. The lithe form was undeniably feminine, her features startlingly hale. Images of the phrenics within the nexus where he stood had presented themselves as semitransparent apparitions, outlined with a soft green glow, yet she was fully defined. As he watched, she raised her hands, gently raising the hood that blocked the view of her face.

      The smile that blossomed across her lips spread to her features. The joy that registered was intoxicating, though the moment was short lived. In the light of the golden sun in the sky to her left, her hair seemed to burn with an amber fire.

      Kaep.

      Her smile spread as she stepped forward, though she paused a few meters away from him. As Ryl watched, tears welled in the corners of his eyes. The loss was unbearable. Her strength and companionship, the connection that he’d never fully understood until it was too late haunted him.

      Her voice was a whisper. He heard her words though her mouth showed no signs of motions. The voice registered from deep within his body.

      “It’s inside you, Ryl,” she whispered. “The will is within you. It is the understanding you seek.”

      With the conclusion of her words, her image, the vision of the meeting point within the nexus faded. The transition was jarring, like an instantaneous shift from the depths of night to midday. Though distracting as it was, the shock cleared the confusion that had riddled his body. Pain radiated outward as the transition paused midway, yet the voices were subdued, nothing more than a mild discomfort in his mind. In that instant, he found understanding.

      The sense of failure that had grown in him had been purposefully subtle. Through the distraction of the overwhelming anger, the darkness had sought manipulation. The foreign feeling that had gone unnoticed, passed off as his own, was now clear. Ryl squeezed his fists together, demanding its silence.

      With a swell of volume, the darkness stabbed at his defenses. Across his frame, his muscles contracted as the attack provoked an involuntary response. He squeezed his fists together, focusing on the root of the darkness. The attack was powerful, yet undeniably sloppy. It reeked of desperation.

      Ryl repeated his command. He demanded silence using every ounce of strength he could muster.

      With a finality that was jarring, the voices ceased.

      The sensations of the world that surrounded returned with a confusing suddenness. Like connecting to the Erlyn, the wild mix of information took a moment to decipher. He could feel the intense heat from the flames that ringed his position. The wind blew errant strands of hair across his face as it rippled the cloak that covered his body. Horrific scents from the fresh battleground were nauseating. The earthy notes of the freshly churned soil mingled with the metallic tang of blood and the putrid odor of death. Desperate moans and pitiful sobs rippled through the air.

      The pain that pulsed through his arm was intense. The twisting of his flesh was intolerable. He felt his control over the moment slipping. With a final pulse of strength, he issued the command, focusing on the black-clad figures that surrounded them. As the final notes of his order escaped from his body, Ryl reversed the transition, reverting to the blissful warmth of the alexen in his veins. The chilling whisper of the darkness faded into nothing more than a perverse dream that had haunted his memory.

      For a blissful moment, silence resounded across the area. All at once, the cost of his actions caught up with his body. The payment was exacted through his energy. His legs, already weakened, could no longer support his weight. The sturdy arm of Ramm slid under his shoulders, holding his body aloft. His weight was nothing to the massive phrenic.

      Ryl closed his eyes, angling his head toward the sky. His breaths came in deep gasps as his body and lungs struggled for more air. The rise and fall of his chest was dramatic, coming in rolling waves that moved from his core. The warmth of the sun’s rays on his face were a comfort, supplanting the unnatural heat from the blaze that seared his skin. His body demanded slumber.

      There was no more need for the fire and little time for sleep. Without looking, his mindsight painted the image that confirmed his desire. The blackened signatures of the Lei Guard had parted around his position; their circular position morphed into a rigid arrow that pointed toward the west. Toward The Stocks.

      “Vox, you can release your fire.” Ryl gasped between his heaving breaths. He sensed the position of the phrenic even though his eyes had never parted from the shifting wall of black-cloaked warriors that shuffled around their position.

      “They are no more of a threat to you or our party,” Ryl continued. The statement was bittersweet. The danger had been real. Their devastation was concrete. Spread around the surrounding grasslands and forest in a rain of bodies, blood and severed appendages.

      Vox answered with a sudden wave of emotion. As the fires waned, so did the phrenic. He shuffled for a few steps as the last of the flames flickered before receding back into the ground where they had originated. With a hiss, the last of the flames died, leaving behind a smoldering, charred outline on the ground.

      There was no hope for the first carriage. With an easy source of fuel, the greedy flames were unwilling to relinquish their hold. Silently, several of the Lei Guard moved to distance the second wagon from the first. They controlled the spooked horses with ease, rolling the wagon further from the flames.

      The phrenic elementalist moved into his field of vision, stumbling as he shuffled along. His attempts at managing the exhaustion were admirable, yet in the end, it was the strength of his legs that failed him. His uncontrolled fall was thankfully arrested by the darting form of the phrenic archer.

      “I’ve got you, my friend,” Paelec called as he supported the weight of his companion with one arm. The other still held tightly to his bow.

      “The curse of the elementalist sect,” he commented as his gaze travelled from Vox to Ryl. “Let’s get you mounted and back to the others. We shouldn’t tarry for long.”

      The Lei Guard had moved further along the road, pulling the remaining wagon with them. Apart from the others, they moved hastily yet without sound. They paused to bandage wounds by tearing strips of fabric from their cloaks. The majority of the dreaded warriors who had survived the battle remained unscathed; they now stood like statues awaiting further instructions. The tails of their cloaks billowing gently in the wind were the only hints of motion.

      Though they remained statuesque, Ryl knew that they were anything but idle. He knew their eyes scanned the edges of the forest, watching for any signs of threat from within the shadows of the trees. The sounds of the army’s hasty retreat had lessened, though the snapping of branches of those who survived the massacre still echoed through the woods.

      “Let’s not give them an opportunity to regroup,” Vox gasped between his gasping breaths. “We don’t have the strength for another large-scale combat.”

      Ryl understood the statement profoundly. His energy had been sapped. The icy chill of exhaustion ran deep, though he could feel the warmth of the alexen, as his recovery had commenced. His energy might lag, yet it was his mind he feared for the most. The blood of too many was already on his hands. Though it was true, the guards who had met them in battle today had chosen their paths, it had been anything but a fair fight.

      Civility and war were never close at hand, yet this was too easy. They had fallen to his blade, to the attacks of the Lei Guard, in many cases without the chance to raise their swords.

      The thought turned his stomach. The contractions of his retching nearly doubled him over, yet his gut was painfully empty, leaving nothing more than the disgust and a lingering taste of bile in his mouth.

      “Aye. Paelec, can you call for the others?” Ryl struggled through the words. “Paasek moves again, though slowly. He’ll understand your call. He’ll summon the unawakened.”

      The thundering of hooves on the ground registered in the soil below his feet. They had abandoned their companions just behind the crest of the hill. It was a short ride, separated by less than a mile, yet it was with a sense of relief that the heads of his friends crested the rise. Though there were only a few in their party, they travelled with a small herd of horses commandeered from the remnants of the previous night’s assault.

      Ryl scanned the hill that stretched out to the east. There were a few horses scattered among the tall grasses though they chose to remain at the peak of the hill, far from the ravages of the brief, yet horrific battle. There was no shielding his eyes from the wreckage that was strewn across the churned soil of the hill. The vibrant green grasses were stained crimson, littered with the gore of the countless lives that had been cut down. Even from a distance, Ryl noted the scattered forms of several black-cloaked warriors.

      His mindsight revealed the truth that did little to appease his roiled insides. Neither the hint of shadow, nor the glow of the alexen registered from their still forms. They were dead.

      Their endless struggle was over, yet it was again an ending not of their own choosing. Ryl knew the true strength of the power that lived inside them. It was deep, an endless void of pain and hatred. Their will and spirit had been broken. They had been robbed of the alexen in their veins, rendered powerless to resist. The complex truth, the true devastation of the Ascertaining Decree was chilling. Every step in the chain of events, the cycles of endless torture allowed the power of the alexen to consolidate, to fully ripen for the Harvest. The internal power swelled at the expense of the will of the tribute. This was left broken. Hopeless to defend against the darkened advances that would soon follow.

      The purpose of The Stocks was always a mystery that confounded him. If nothing else mattered but the compound within their blood, the key ingredient in the fabled Blessing of the King, why go through the effort of constructing and manning the elaborate prison that he’d called his home. The additional layers to the devious plan that had defined a millennium of the kingdom were clear. The efforts continued to be about one thing.

      Power.

      Power over your peers, over the masses, over life itself.

      The Blessing provided all of these and more.

      It was only a matter of moments before the thunder of the approaching horses halted at their side. The mounts slowed, many visibly distraught by the ring of heated and charred earth just inside the funneled entrance to the woods. They stomped their hooves, snorting out blasts of air as they protested the unnatural circumstances.

      Ryl noted that the expressions etched into the faces of most of his companions highlighted a similar discomfort. The unawakened scanned the blood-soaked terrain littered with corpses with disgust and horror. Pater shielded his view of the carnage with his head buried against Cray’s chest. Many of the Vigil had borne witness to the massacre as they made efforts to protect the incapacitated Paasek, yet the effects were evident nonetheless. With Andr, they had stood firm as the disaster unfolded, though their eyes resonated more pity than disgust. The phrenic councilor alone showed no hints of judgment in his eyes. They had propped him atop his horse, though he leaned heavily forward, nearly lying atop the back of the mount.

      For a few moments, none spoke as they took in the field of battle that surrounded them. Among those whose bodies lay on the ground, Ryl could note none who still moved. The agonized moans had grown silent. Even the rustling of the leaves in the wind had ceased. No birdsong flitted through the trees, though high above, he could see a few circling the carnage below.

      The utter silence was eerie.

      “There’s nothing we can do for them, Ryl.” It was Andr’s voice that broke the silence. There was a chilling truth to the statement. Even if there were those to assist, they hadn’t the supplies nor the expertise to save those in dire need. They hadn’t the time.

      Ryl’s voice was airy, distant as he answered. He scanned his assembled companions, his vision pausing on the phrenic councilor.

      “Let’s get Paasek in the wagon,” he ordered. “I’m sure Pater would appreciate the break from riding for a spell. The Stocks awaits.”

      There was a twist in his stomach; a sudden knot formed as his thoughts turned to the penned enclosure that he’d for cycles called his prison. The hopes of the phrenic civilization remained secreted away inside those walls. The joined forces of Le’Dral’s guards, Lord Eligar’s troops and the Vigil defended the interior, outnumbered by a contingent far greater than their own. Though their powers could be devastating, there were only a few phrenics who added their might to their defense. He knew the captain would have prepared for the eventuality of what was to come, yet facing those odds, his hopes for their survival were thin.

      At the present, there was little they could do.

      Many miles still separated them from their goal.

      Hope was all they had.

      Paelec crossed before him, pausing a step away. He reached into his cloak, removing the objects that were secured within. He extended his arms, cradling the two pieces of wood with a reverence that was palpable. The sight of the Leaves sent a jolt of energy through his body. His fingers itched for the touch of the legendary blades.

      They had failed him as he’d bathed the landscape in the blood of any who stood in his path. They’d wanted no part of the darkness that had infested his body to the core. Now, he could feel their call. They radiated an anxious energy that made the hairs on his arm stand tall.

      “I believe these are yours,” Paelec added.
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      The days passed in a blur of grassy terrain and forests. Ryl spoke little as they moved ever westward along the Kingsway. His eyes scanned their surroundings; his phrenic senses watched the shadowed forms of the Lei Guard who maintained their positions at the front and flanks of their formation.

      There had been no time to bury the dead. The task was far too great and their hours limited. The mangled byproducts of the brief yet devastating battle would be left to the elements. Ryl hoped that the soldiers who once stood at the sides of the deceased would return for their fallen comrades, yet there was no telling the lengths that fear had pushed them. Many would likely never cross that stained patch of soil again.

      Recovering the bodies of the fallen Lei Guard was a grim task, yet it was accomplished with ease. Their black cloaks, though soaked with blood, stood out among the stained and tattered garb of the mixed force that had met them near the base of the hill. Nearly two dozen had perished in the assault. Another dozen tributes, stolen from their families, tortured for the better portion of their lives. Broken to a point that they accepted the blackness that was forced into their veins. They became the mindless enforcers, the dreaded blades of the kingdom that had stolen everything from them.

      Tears welled in Ryl’s eyes as he carefully rested the final body on the pyre. Several of the faces were familiar to him, yet their identities were lost to time. They were added to the ledger, another grim addition of numbers whose names were forgotten by time. There were few living who were likely to mourn their passing. He stood for a few moments, watching as Vox’s flames set the wood ablaze. The heat from the fires was intense, yet he shuddered as a chill rolled through him.

      The alexen mourned with him.

      He was the last to leave. Without a word, he mounted, joining the somber procession as it moved into the forest beyond. Thick, black plumes of smoke stained the sky.

      Traversing the forest had been a difficult proposition and one that took far longer than Ryl had hoped. The thoroughfare narrowed substantially as they moved into the depths of the woods. Little distance was afforded between the lines of Lei Guard and his uncertain companions between them. Ryl’s focus was intense; his body wavered at the intersection of inverting the tattoos on his left arm. The weariness had yet to fade completely, though his seat atop his mount took the strain of recovery off his legs. Ripples of the presumptive agony in the transition rolled through his arm.

      It was a strange sensation to welcome the light that streamed in from the exit of the woods. The open terrain that stretched out before them was comforting. Though they emoted no forced emotions, there was a tide of uneasiness that followed the black-cloaked warriors. Proximity in itself was unsettling. Though their eyes were hidden beneath the shadows of their hoods, their penetrating gazes were felt with certainly. Often, the hairs on the back of his neck stood as they moved through the shadows of the trees.

      The discomfort, though extreme, was little in comparison to the risks that they all took. There were a few signs of shadowed figures skulking through the trees on their flanks, yet step after step, they remained unmolested. Forests had become somewhat of a sanctuary to him, to the unawakened and the phrenics. The endless grace of the Erlyn still astounded him. Even in the remnant that stretched along the foothills of the Haven Mountains, her influence was noted. He felt at home. He felt safe within her confines, gloomy and concealed as they might have been.

      The miles beneath the trees seemed to stretch on indefinitely. Ryl couldn’t help the sigh of relief that escaped his lips as the full afternoon sun again warmed the tattooed skin of his exposed arms. He had yet to replace the hood that covered his head. The normal comfort that he felt from the touch of the phrenic cloak on his skin felt muted. His solace under the shadow felt tainted to a point. It was as if a piece of him was altered beyond repair. Unlike his awakening, the realization had dawned on him as the days stretched by. Like a sickness that slowly grew in his body, he had felt the shadows consume him. The reprieve, though agonizing as it was, had held it at bay, yet it lurked in the recesses of his mind, waiting for its chance to exert its control once again.

      It was mid afternoon; the sun hadn’t moved far across the sky before they encountered the encampment of the army that he and the Lei Guard had decimated. The remains of the camp were in a state of complete disrepair. Few tents stood; those that did flapped helplessly in the wind. Supplies, fully loaded packs of gear, armor and weapons were left without a care to their value. Cookfires still smoldered, the food suspended in the pots above now reduced to an inedible char.

      In the aftermath of the battle, those who had returned here had made no attempts to regroup. It was painfully evident that there was no hope. No rallying the forces against the death that had fallen upon their lines. Their survival depended on flight. Distance between them and the black-cloaked death was their only hope.

      

      He stopped his horse off to the side of the road, maintaining his watch as the caravan and the silent wall of black-cloaked warriors rumbled by.

      Ryl nodded to Cray, who now rode at the head of the carriage they’d commandeered. Dav nodded his greeting as he controlled the reins. Andr rode to one side of the small herd of horses that formed an unusual rear guard for the party. Ramm rode opposite the mercenary. The subtle calming sensation, foreign yet pleasant, washed over him. He understood the source. The animals’ untrained minds responded to the cues from the phrenic without question.

      “Your face hasn’t seen this much sun in over a cycle, has it, Ryl?” Andr quizzed as he maneuvered his horse alongside.

      It was true. The feel of the sun’s rays beating on his skin, the gentle tickle of the breeze as it blew strands of his hair across his face were almost forgotten. Relegated to memories by the comforting shadow of the hood that rarely left his head. His companions had done their best to make little of the change, though he captured their fleeting gazes as they watched him carefully from their positions along the caravan.

      “It’s more for their benefit than my own, my friend,” Ryl whispered. He knew the phrenics were likely to comprehend the truth. The alexen that flowed in their veins had likely spurred the same caution that he felt coursing through his own body. The stain of the nexela, the darkness on him had been potent. “I hesitate to voice my concerns for fear of the darkness that dwells inside. Even now, I feel it brewing, festering, probing for a moment when it can capitalize on my weakness.”

      Andr hushed him with a raised hand.

      “Stop now, Ryl,” the mercenary growled. His voice had an unusual harshness that surprised him. “Self-pity will do you no good. War is a mess; you know that better than perhaps any who live. You’ll carry the scars of battle for your days, yet you’ll learn to control the doubts.”

      Andr’s eyes scanned the terrain around them as he paused. Ryl noted the mercenary catalogue the position and disposition of each of the black-cloaked warriors who rode along their flanks.

      “There is a common theme. A single element that binds the phrenic training and all that I’ve tried to instill in you,” Andr continued. “Do you know what that is?”

      Ryl thought for a moment, though the answer escaped from his lips before he knew it.

      “Controlling your emotions,” he added.

      The simple lesson was by far the hardest to master. The skill required hours, constant practice to hone to its perfection. Losing control at an inopportune moment was likely to spell your doom.

      Andr grinned as he nodded his head. He felt the warmth of understanding radiate through his body as the alexen responded in turn.

      “So you have been paying attention after all?” The mercenary noted in jest. “For as many times as we’ve had to pull you back from the brink, it’s about time you’ve learned the lesson.”

      “I’m afraid I’m a poor student,” Ryl admitted. His morose thoughts gave rise to a murmur, a dark whisper from within. He shook off the sensation, focusing as the alexen churned through his veins, dampening the feeling.

      “You’re skilled beyond the comprehension of even the phrenics who follow in your footsteps,” Andr growled. The sharp tone of his voice clashed with the compliment that slipped from his lips. “The burden you carry is far heavier than even those of us who know you can comprehend. It would have crushed us all.”

      Ryl turned away as uneasiness washed through his body.

      “The darkness that lives within me is slowly destroying me,” Ryl whispered. “With every passing moment, I feel that a piece of me is slipping away, lost forever beneath shadow and animosity. Maintaining this level of control over the Lei Guard is much like fighting the poison of the treatment we were forced to ingest. I need to get them to the Erlyn before I’m eaten alive by their hatred. Without the proximity to the Lei Guard, I think I can control the urge; with them here, it’s only a matter of time before I fail.”

      “Ryl, there is more strength in you than you will ever admit.” The tone of Andr’s voice shifted. The fatherly concern that he’d noted on several occasions was more potent. “This will not consume you. There are those of us here who will not let it. We’ll see you through this.”

      Andr placed his arm on Ryl’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. Truth and concern burned in the mercenary’s eyes. With a nod, he broke off the gaze.

      “Let’s catch up with the others,” he commented, spurring his horse without waiting for a response. Ryl sighed as he followed the retreating form of the mercenary. No matter how uncomfortable the words, there was truth to the mercenary’s statement. There would be time for introspection later. Now they needed speed.

      Much like maintaining the inverted tattoo, the pressure of the control was breaking him. The proximity to the nexela, the taint of the Lei Guard, was too great to withstand indefinitely. Though the mighty trees of the Erlyn were yet too far to see, he could feel their call. The urgency coursed through his veins.

      Ryl conversed little with his companions as they covered the undulating terrain. The Kingsway meandered gently along the rolling hills, never straying far from the coast. The salty brine from the Sea of Prosper was evident, carried by the winds that blew from the coast.

      They had encountered few travelers as they moved steadily to the west. Small caravans of merchants gave them a wide berth. The worried disposition of their hired guards was poorly veiled, though wisely their hands maintained a safe distance from their blades. They averted their gazes from the Lei Guard, refusing to look their death in the eyes. Ryl caught glimpses of their trepidation and confusion as they cautiously viewed the remainder of the party who rode with the dreaded warriors.

      Secrecy was of little concern at the moment. Tev, acting as the new regent, had sent official dispatches throughout the kingdom before Ryl and his companions had departed. The attendants at the Deliverance had sent news of their own. They’d witnessed the decimation of the Ascertaining Decree, the destruction of the Blessing that they coveted. Their depictions were flavored by their disillusion. They had already led to one massacre. Ryl was certain more would follow. Infighting between the houses would likely grow in the coming moons and cycles.

      In truth, Ryl knew little of Tev. Their time together had been brief, yet the sentiment that had been shared was telling. The compassion and the truth that had registered in his eyes spoke of a wisdom that stretched beyond his cycles. His tribulations would be long. He would face challenges from all directions; would he have the might and fortitude to withstand them? The phrenics of old had stood by the side of kings as advisors; one day Ryl hoped this would return.

      For the next several days, they moved steadily to the west, stopping twice throughout the day for a few hours at a time. They rested in brief shifts, using the waning daylight to ward off the element of surprise. They pushed hard between their breaks. Their pace slowed under the cover of night, yet their progress was still ample.

      “Word of battle has spread,” Cavlin noted without preamble. It was late in the afternoon; the sun had fallen low enough for the upper ramparts of the Haven Mountains to blot out jagged sections of the blazing glow. “I’ve traveled this road far more times than I can recall. Never have I encountered fewer travelers.”

      There was undeniable truth to the words. Both of Lord Cormeth’s foolish campaigns had inflicted damage on the party that they sought to destroy, yet it was the internal wounds that festered far deeper. The counterattacks had been devastating. An entirely unnecessary loss of lives. For a time, Ryl had worried about facing foes from the rear, whether it was forces from the capital or the remains of the army they had disbanded at the woods. With every passing mile, every sunset, they remained unmolested.

      He appraised the guard for a moment, his inquisitive eyes probing the soldier for hints of his concealed past. Unsurprised that he found nothing, he shook his head as he replied.

      “Perhaps one of the few positives to come from the massacre that we wrought,” Ryl grumbled. “The price was far too high. The damage in the long run is counterproductive, though I admit I enjoy the autonomy.”

      “You’re wise beyond your cycles, my friend, yet ignorant to the world you exist in,” Cavlin added. His voice was measured, giving away little hint of emotion as he spoke. “You bear with you the experiences of ages, yet your eyes have seen but a sliver of the kingdom that surrounds you. The world we know is filled with good and evil. Of one of those, you’re painfully aware. You’ve only experienced glimmers of good. There are more out there who celebrate the changes you’ve created.”

      The grin spread across Cavlin’s face as he paused for a moment, watching for a reaction.

      “An infested apple will ruin the harvest,” he added. “It’s a lesson I’m surprised you don’t remember. To kill the infestation, you need to smoke them out. The blaze needs to be strong enough, large enough to convince them of the folly of remaining. The evil will not disappear. It will not resist unless its strength is called out.

      “Ryl, you’re young,” he continued. “One day you will accept the truth. All change of the magnitude you seek requires death.”

      Ryl accepted the logic. Blood had been spilled. He knew that more crimson would stain the ground before his work was complete, yet the thought sickened him. More had died at his hands than many would witness in several lifetimes. He was a killer of thousands, both demon and man alike. With effort he resisted the urge to vomit as his stomach churned beyond control.

      Cavlin snorted a single laugh, as the internal revolt that played out through Ryl’s body was clearly visible.

      “The look on your face. The reaction of your body is telling, my young friend,” Cavlin noted. “Bloodlust isn’t a part of what you are. It isn’t a byproduct of the cursed blood that flows through your veins. The lives that have ended by your blades doesn’t define you. It is not something you’ve sought; it’s a necessary cost of righting the wrongs of generations. You’re a survivor, Ryl. You always have and will always do what is right to ensure you and your friends are safe. It’s a quality few can hope to possess. My blade will be at your side always.”

      The grin disappeared from Cavlin’s face. His smile reverted to a deadly serious scowl. For a moment their eyes remained locked. The determination, the sincerity that churned in the depths of the guard’s stare were intense. Ryl believed him implicitly.

      Cavlin broke off the visual contact, turning his eyes to the west.

      “We near the Breadth. We’ll have our first glimpse of the palisades soon,” the guard acknowledged. “If we push hard, we should be able to reach Cadsae Proper by dawn. It’d be wise to camp to the east of the intersection.”

      Ryl had never travelled the Kingsway from the capital city to The Stocks, yet the area was familiar to him. The knowledge of the thousands of lives contained within the alexen painted an image of familiarity, though much had changed in the hundreds of cycles since the last of the phrenics had moved along this path. Much of the open landscape that bordered either side of the Kingsway was untouched by the hands of man. Small settlements dotted the fields. They had ridden through a few of these whose tiny cluster of buildings bordered the road. They were little more than waystations: an inn and a few general shops for the desperate who moved along these roads. The inhabitants who were brave enough to remain outside as they passed viewed them with skeptical eyes. Most retreated into the safety of their interiors as the wedge of black-cloaked warriors thundered through.

      Though the Lei Guard had maintained a relatively passive presence, Ryl could feel the ever-present darkness that oozed from their bodies. It coated the ground beneath them, spreading out like a great shadow that surrounded their company. Where they rode, an unnatural chill followed.

      The further they moved from Leremont, the wilds that surrounded the road remained primarily untouched. Sweeping hills rolled into the distance, their grasses swaying in the wind that blew steadily in from the coast. Visions of the sea had grown sparse as the road angled further inland. Only a hint of brine remained in the air. Though uninterrupted by human habitations, in large sections, the grasses were trampled and matted. The green hues stained with a dark mud as the soil was churned by the commotion of men and horses.

      The campsites of the armies that had passed scarred the land.

      Ryl felt the increasing anxiety in his body. It gave way to an impatience that threatened to bubble out of control. The whispers of darkness had increased their probing, though he had yet to undertake the excruciating shift to silence the anger. The hatred festered and swelled within. The abandoned campsites were old, the charred remains of their fires poorly cleared, yet cold. Debris from the thousands who had trampled the land was unavoidable, yet the stain of humanity was thick in places. Discarded scraps of their passing were left strewn about, the vile holes dug for latrines left open to the elements.

      “There is suitable space south of the road not far in the distance,” Cavlin added. “It sits in the valley between two ridges. We’ll have our initial view of the palisades from the first rise, yet our fires will be hidden from their view by the second.”

      “Thank you, my friend,” Ryl responded. Cavlin’s knowledge of the terrain, both inside and out of the city, had been pivotal. The mystery that surrounded the restrained guard mounted, yet he chose not to push the subject. His trust had been proven even before Ryl had first departed The Stocks. Even as a scared, yet silently defiant child, the guard had shown him an uncommon respect. He was among the first to have treated him as a human. It had been a disturbing revelation. The touch of humanity had been absent for cycles.

      Without another word, Cavlin spurred his mount to a canter, moving steadily toward the head of the line. The monotony of the march resumed uninterrupted as they maintained their procession to the west.

      Nearly half of the sun had slipped behind the jagged mountain range far in the distance when they stopped abruptly at the top of a gentle rise. From where the peaks of the mountains ended, running across the horizon to the south, the terrain was flat. The natural curvature of the world was altered by a solid line. Evenly spaced towers broke the even terrain.

      There was no question as to what lay ahead in the distance.

      The palisades loomed.

      Ryl found his focus riveted to the unnatural barrier that ran along the horizon. Much like returning from Vim, the imposing might of the wall could be felt from the distance. Dav had pulled the wagon to a halt several meters ahead; the three unawakened and Pater piled out. Their faces wore a mixture of excitement and anxiety.

      He dismounted as he approached the group standing a few meters from the wagon. Cavlin with Paelec and Ramm had continued into the narrow valley below, escorting the legion of Lei Guard to their temporary camp. They’d linger here until the cover of darkness before moving again for the night.

      “With no delay, we’ll reach Cadsae Proper and The Stocks by morning,” Ryl announced. The three unawakened nodded at the recollection of his words, yet none spoke. None averted their eyes from the first sight of the wall in the distance.

      “You need no words for me to understand what you’re feeling,” Ryl intoned as he watched the unawakened. Of the group, it was Pater who still scanned his surroundings, though he squinted his eyes, peering into the distance. “I shared that same feeling when I first saw the palisades again only days before the Harvest. As impressive as they are, they don’t bear the same weight as they do from up close, do they?”

      It was moments before anyone responded to his question. It was Cray who spoke.

      “It’s strange, Ryl,” he added. “Even from a distance, I can still feel the oppressive weight of their watchful eyes. It’s as if those on the wall are observing us from here.”

      “They cannot see us yet; however, I have no doubt they know we are approaching,” Ryl commented. “News of the Deliverance, word of the Ascertaining Decree’s fall have surely reached their ears by now.”

      Palon turned his head toward Ryl, pivoting slightly. The look was inquisitive, though it spoke volumes. At his side, Tash voiced the question that was written across his silent twin’s face.

      “If the message has reached The Stocks, then we should be welcomed without concern.” Tash’s jovial face had sunk into a morose guise. Since the massacre of the small army on the road, his cheerful nature had been dampened.

      “If Le’Dral no longer holds control of those walls, then those who do are in defiance of the kingdom’s rule, am I correct? They lived under the thumb of the kingdom for generations and wouldn’t dare defy the rule of the throne.”

      Ryl turned his gaze from his friends, sweeping it across the wall far in the distance. The sky burned with a myriad of colors as the waning sun lit the clouds. A haze seemed to hang low over the wall close to where it met the front of the Havens.

      “In the morning, my friends, we shall see,” Ryl wondered.
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      Le’Dral breathed a sigh of relief as he closed the door to the inner chamber of the master’s quarters. His momentary irritation at the mender and his unconscious charge was short, fleeting as soon as the lock clicked in the door behind him.

      There was little that remained for him to do. By his command, the guards who followed his lead took his orders seriously. The daily preparation that seemed like a trivial habit to some, or a mild irritation to others, was not based solely on concern for the Horde. Though it was only his closest confidants who knew the truth of their contingencies, all would be ready at a moment’s notice to move. There would likely be little time.

      And that moment was seemingly upon them.

      Le’Dral had little left of his own possessions. His pack, neatly stuffed, awaited him at the foot of his bed. The massive wardrobe that dominated the wall of his sleeping quarters was still clogged with the leftover remnants of the previous masters. In the succession of masters who’d held sway over the tributes, the last two were as different as they could come. Delsith had been a wicked man. Corrupted by the hatred and the injustices that had been forced down the throats of the kingdom for generations. He had been drunk on the lies, relishing the power he maintained over the tributes. The unawakened.

      The captain, for his part, had been an honest man. He’d demanded obedience, had been tough on the men who worked for him, and in return had commanded their respect. For the first time in the history of The Stocks, the tributes had enjoyed a measure of kindness and sympathy in their daily routines. In his short time, he had commissioned repairs to their work camps, sealing the drafty buildings. He’d provided them with better quality tools to till the land. The results had been measurable. A little kindness and comfort had increased productivity dramatically.

      Le’Dral shook off the thoughts that intruded into his head as he shouldered his pack. The door at the far end of the hall was open; the flickering light from the fire burning in the small hearth danced along the wall. There was little of informative value there for those who would soon inhabit this place, yet he had little desire to provide them any insight into their plans or communications.

      Rounding the large table, he emptied the desk of the parchment, collecting a few long rolls of maps that rested neatly on its surface. He ignored the contents of a single drawer, as it pertained solely to the history and demise of Cadsae Proper. The sickening chronicles of the assault compiled from the written tales of those who were strong enough to share it was massive. The details were a painful reminder of what they had lost, recreated from the eyes of those who had lived through the harrowing few days. Though likely incomplete, there was a log of the dead. The few pages that named the survivors were pitifully short in comparison. These tomes, he hoped, would be a powerful reminder for generations to come.

      The fire crackled, issuing a wave of heat as he tossed the first of the pages of his personal missives into the blaze. He poked at the parchment with one of the sturdiest, tightly rolled maps, giving air for the hungry fire to consume them. The heat washed over his face, yet he felt an uncontrollable chill roll through his body. The hairs on his arm stood as the gooseflesh spread across his skin.

      Though he knew what must be done, his stomach twisted as the decision was made. They would be abandoning the citizens out of necessity. In all likelihood, life for them would change little regardless of whoever maintained his position. The army that would follow in his wake was largely already encamped within these walls. It wasn’t the citizens in general who would face their wrath.

      The knot persisted as he understood that not all would be spared death at the hands of their captors. Examples would be made. For those who chose to spurn lifetimes of the kingdom’s edicts, punishment would be harsh. The sentiment that he had allowed, that he had encouraged through both action and deed, would be crushed. How many citizens would face judgment at the point of a sword or noose?

      Everything in his body protested against the decision that had been made out of calculated wisdom. He struggled with the urge to stand defiant, to fight until his last breath, though he knew the effort would be in vain. Their retreat was hastily, though strategically planned. Only those who commanded his greatest trust and loyalty knew the true nature of his orders. They were largely the ones who’d stood with him at the Harvest. Who’d forfeited their lives by defying a kingdom. Ironically, when the politics and ethics were removed from the situation, they, by acting in defense of the tributes they had sworn to protect, were honoring their duty to the kingdom. The logic was perverse, a twisted version of the narrative that had been disseminated. They were traitors to Damaris. Any captured would be slaughtered without mercy.

      Those who escaped would be hunted relentlessly.

      He understood full well that not all would survive. Good men would die, some with the thoughts that the captain they had followed to the brink had abandoned them. Though they were few, there were patrols of his men atop the walls. They would never make it back in time. Each was under the steady hand of an officer, who understood that they would likely be forced to make decisions autonomously. Some would escape, while some would do their best to blend into whatever forces remained. Others would fall.

      For this reason alone, Le’Dral had stationed a contingent of loyal guards at the last guardhouse atop both the eastern and western palisades. Here they would only need to defend themselves from assault on one side. If their position was overrun, would the Erlyn accept them in her midst? The ancient woods would make her decision known if it became a reality.

      Le’Dral was lost for a moment, watching the parchment disintegrate into flakey scraps of charcoal. The thin strips floated upward, carried up the chimney by the heat and smoke. He stirred the fire with the tight roll of the map, burying it further into the embers.

      The concept of running was a disturbing prospect, yet he was wise enough to understand when it was a necessity. He and his men were outnumbered. Without the strength of the phrenic companions, they stood no chance at surviving the assault that was to come.

      Though their retreat was strategic, he would not go quietly.

      He had no expectations that words from the phrenics would have reached his ears yet. Morning would bring the opening deliberations. The life of yet another child would be auctioned to the highest bidder. Another tainted, corrupted noble would enjoy the benefits of extended life. The power, the greed were all consuming. He tossed another handful of papers onto the flames. The heat was stifling, yet the icy cold stabbed again through his body, chilling him to the core.

      Under the soft cracking of the fire, the muffled click of the door at the far end of the hall was barely audible. Le’Dral had grown cautious over a lifetime in the service of the guard. Until recently, there were few who would be willing to do little more than cause petty mischief. Of late it seemed that behind every foreign smile, disguised within every kind gesture, was a knife waiting to plunge into his back. Over the last few moons, his sleep was light, interrupted by every sound. Every creak of the old house settling or the rattle of the exterior boards in the wind sent a chill down his spine.

      Even through the dim light of the hall, the garb of the mender was clear. He squinted his eyes, cursing them for not adjusting quickly enough, a result of the moments lost entranced in thought by the fire. Mender Hall was a compassionate man, yet as aloof as many among the mender’s order could be. His focus was intent, his energy and efforts devoted to his craft. Le’Dral could count on one hand the number of substantive personal conversations he and the man had engaged in. Never had he entered the captain’s wing of the master’s house unannounced.

      Le’Dral scrutinized the mender as best he could, watching as the man moved closer through the hallway. The white gown, a signature of his craft, was crisp and clean save for a bright red stain near his waist. With every step closer, the splatter of blood grew more evident. There was an unusual quality to his normal gait. His steps routinely gave away his position; some nights the thumping of his heavy feet was noted clearly through the walls of the building. There were guards, even with their heavy boots, who made less noise when moving about than did the mender.

      There were no sounds to his movement tonight. His steps were noiseless, plotted with care and focus. He slid down the hallway with a disturbing wraithlike quality. The flickering, dim light in the hall seemed to dim in his presence. The icy chill that had overtaken him earlier returned with a vengeance. His muscles contracted as they were frozen in place.

      The mender walked with his head bowed forward slightly, hiding the features of his face. His hands were clasped behind his back.

      “Is there something wrong, Mender?” Le’Dral called into the darkened hallway.

      For a few steps the mender remained silent. As he reached the opening of the door, he raised his head. The truth of the inconsistencies became startlingly clear.

      The mender who stood before him was unknown to him. The stranger who’d arrived with the unconscious man shortly after he’d returned. His face was plain, no scars marred his skin, yet the impassive, inquisitive look that was so common to the menders was replaced by a hardened intensity that Le’Dral knew all too well. There was no disguising the steely look of one who has lived by the blade. His eyes were dark; the reflection of the fire in the room made them appear as if they were ablaze.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” Le’Dral inquired. He shrank slightly in his stance, his hand shifting toward the hilt of his blade.

      A grin split the rigid features of the mender’s face. His eyes burned with animosity; a murderous hunger swelled from the depths.

      “You can die,” the newcomer hissed.

      As he responded, both hands slipped from behind his back. With shocking speed they appeared, each holding a short blade. The smaller knife in his right hand was stained, still dripping with blood.

      There were no words exchanged as the stranger leaped onto the table. The blades in his hands whistled through the air as he lashed out at Le’Dral’s neck.

      The momentary hint of concern coupled with a lifetime of training and a heightened sense of security was all that prolonged his life. The stranger growled as he attacked. Le’Dral shifted his body backward as he ducked under the blades. Though the tip of the longer of the swords missed his throat, the hot spray of blood splashed onto his face as it flicked off the knife. As he moved backward, he planted his leg against the edge of the table, forcing it with all of his might.

      With the assassin’s weight off-center, closer to the opposite edge, the unbalanced table tilted before toppling over. The heavy wooden panel crashed to the floor, sending the enemy careening backwards. His back crashed into the wall, yet he remained aloft. The anger that seemed to dominate his eyes swelled at the setback.

      “You only delay the inevitable, Captain,” he growled as he stalked forward. “Your fate is sealed. Those who sympathize with you will be dead before this day is through.”

      The momentary pause gave Le’Dral the time to draw his sword. The blade whistled as he wrenched it from its sheath. His errant slash was purposeful, gauging the defenses of his foe. The man leaped to the side at an unnatural speed. He fell into a coiled stance; his lips curled into a wicked snarl.

      There was an inhuman quality to his movements. His speed was faster than even the most skilled of the men-at-arms he’d trained with for cycles. Though far slower, it reminded him of the blistering power and agility of the phrenics.

      Or the devastating speed of the Horde that had decimated the port city.

      “What are you?” Le’Dral inquired as he blocked a halfhearted thrust to his side.

      The next few moments, their swords met in a dizzying flash of blades. The ringing of steel on steel echoed through the confined chamber, yet through the walls there were no sounds from outside. No alarms were raised as he fought for his life.

      The battle was furious as the pair slashed and parried from either side of the toppled table. A fine sheen of sweat had broken out across Le’Dral’s forehead as he struggled to maintain his defenses against the blistering attack of the newcomer. Through hard work and determination spanning more cycles than he could count, he had developed himself into a skilled swordsman. His abilities far surpassed many of his peers, and his attention to fitness never ceased. While many officers outside of his inner circle grew soft, rounder around the waist with their station, he remained in shape. They danced along opposite sides of the overturned table, their blades crashing together in a chorus of ringing steel.

      Le’Dral ducked a potentially lethal strike, skipping backward toward the fireplace at his rear. The pace of his breathing was increasing rapidly, yet his opponent had barely broken a sweat. A sickening chill rolled through his body, twisting his stomach into knots. The realization was sobering, yet devastating. The younger man was merely playing with him. Toying with him, tiring his prey out until there was no fight left in him. Already his arms and chest were peppered with thin slashes. His neatly pressed clothing was quickly becoming a tattered wreck. The man’s skills were impressive. He doubted that there were many alive who maintained the same prowess. Yet there was something unnatural about his startling efficiency. It was nothing more than an errant thought that he could ill afford time to consider, yet it clawed at his mind.

      There was no chance he could survive this fight.

      Though the change in his demeanor was slight, the shift didn’t go unnoticed. His opponent comprehended that his message was now crystal clear. A devilish grin spread across his face as he moved a step closer to the table; he crouched down, preparing to spring over the table. His prey was cornered.

      Hopeless.

      The assassin growled a low feral note as he leapt over the table.

      Le’Dral saw his options quickly retreating. The realization of his impending doom was clear and utterly devastating, yet he was a stubborn man. He’d not give in willingly. He’d make the stranger work for the satisfaction of ending his life. As the man sprang over the table with a disturbingly feline grace, Le’Dral swung the sword in his right hand at the man’s midsection. His free left hand closed around the spool of maps still smoldering in the fire.

      His right arm rattled as the vibration of their blades colliding resonated through his body. The skin on his left hand burned as he wrenched the superheated, tightly rolled parchment from the fireplace. Embers rained down in an arc across the room as he swung at the assassin.

      Even in his leap over the table, the man had been prepared. He blocked Le’Dral’s first strike with ease as if it had been perfectly telegraphed. Le’Dral felt a momentary wave of satisfaction roll through him as the smoldering roll of parchment had a more profound effect. Though his assault was blocked with ease, the charred spool exploded into sparks as it was blocked by the man’s knife. A cloud of embers showered over his chest and face, as he was helpless to avoid the shrapnel.

      Le’Dral wasted no time, surging forward, hacking at his opponent with a fury born out of desperation. For a moment, he succeeded in pushing the man backward across the room. Though he scored a few small, trivial slashes, the man succeeded in parrying the majority with one hand. He cursed incessantly as he swatted the embers from his face.

      The tide of success and hope receded within a moment. With a maneuver Le’Dral couldn’t see nor counter, he found himself disarmed. A lance of pain shot through his left arm as the second, smaller blade bit deep into his skin, tracing a bloody line from his shoulder down to his elbow. His screams of agony were cut short as a heavy boot caught him in the chest, robbing him of the air in his lungs. He toppled backward, crashing into the desk at the far side of the room.

      With slow, purposeful steps, the assassin stalked slowly toward him. Le’Dral struggled to regain the air in his lungs while attempting to regain his footing. His mind was lucid, yet the combination of pain and the burning of his lungs’ desperate pleas for air proved too much for him to handle. His feverish attempts to do everything at once amounted to one singular failure.

      There was nothing he could do to prevent the inevitable now. Gasping for air, he lacked the ability to even cry for help.

      Step by step the man approached. Blood now dripped from both of his blades, his face scarred with weeping red patches where the embers clung for too long. His eyes burned with anger, yet there was an undeniable hint of glee.

      The world outside his execution chamber had come to life. Garbled voices filtered through the walls. Their words were unintelligible, yet their emotions were clear. There was a pounding at the entrance to the master’s house—undoubtedly the assassin had blocked the door before making his assault.

      What was left of Le’Dral’s world seemed to contract around him. The commotion of the city outside faded into nothing more than a dull whir. The soft padding of the assassin drowned out the hammering on the entryway door at the opposite end of the building. His heart hammered in his chest as he was helpless to prevent his impending doom. Blood pumped from the gash in his arm, forming a puddle around where he sat, yet he felt no pain.

      Life as a guard had always carried with it the possibility of death at the edge of a blade. Le’Dral had long accepted that scenario. As his death stalked toward him, his world seemed to condense around him. He found himself strangely at ease. For a few moments there had been nothing but paralyzing fear. The sensation had passed as his breaths regained some semblance of regularity. He felt a peaceful calm cover his body.

      His situation was helpless, yet there was an underlying sensation coursing through him that gave him pause.

      Hope.

      His death had stalked close; the blades were less than a meter from his body. He watched in anticipation for the killing strike to come. In the last instant, he’d find the strength to pivot to delay the inevitable for another breath, yet there was no stopping the inevitable. He couldn’t delay long enough.

      The expression coating the face of his assassin acknowledged the truth of the situation. The excitement was overwhelming, his grin a gleeful disparity to the hatred that clouded his eyes. His sword arm cocked back for the killing strike.

      Images of a life spent in the guard flashed to his mind. Duty and sorrow were combined into a collage of cycles spent laboring to the standards of the kingdom. What had been true joy at the moment was nothing more than moments of satisfaction as he achieved the next personal goal. Childish dreams of meaning something greater to the success of the kingdom at large had been trivial thoughts. In the end, all he had achieved had amounted to nothing.

      Failure.

      The blade slashed forward. Le’Dral’s world shook violently before exploding into a cloud of pain and white.
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      Le’Dral lay face down when he finally summoned the strength and will to open his eyes. His vision of the room was hazy, clouded with virtually impervious, thick, acrid smoke. The only details he could make out clearly were the smoothed grains of the wooden floorboards. There had been a moment of accepting calm as his death approached. His senses dulled as the killing strike thrust toward his chest. The focus of his attention centered on the mirth written across the face of his executioner.

      It took a moment for his body to readjust to its unexpected position. The sensations and emotions, muted by fear, flooded his body, washing away the numbness. His nerves seemed to fire all at once. The effects were profound, so all encompassing that he struggled to identify the agony that plagued each individual section of his body.

      Fear remained. The uncertainty of his death hung heavy in the air.

      That he was alive, he was certain. The pain that coursed through him was so visceral he knew this was no dream.

      What had happened?

      His ears screamed high-pitched melodies; each seemed bent on overpowering the other with a maddening mix of discordant notes. Over the ringing, he could hear voices, garbled and abstract, yet the persuasive punctuations of their inflection rattled through his mind. Le’Dral blinked away the tears from his eyes as he tried to leverage his body up from the floor. His effort amounted to little more than additional waves of agony. His left arm wailed in pain, giving out under his weight, sending him crashing to the floor once again. As he fell, he rolled to his back. At least this way, he could see the blade that was to end his life.

      The chamber had been in shambles as he fought for his life against the unidentified assassin. The great table had rested on its side across the center. Ash and ember littered the floor, mingling with droplets of blood. There was motion in the smoke hanging over his body. A cool wave of air jostled the cloud. The haze cleared slightly, yet the scene revealed through the diffused smoke was dramatic. The heavy wooden table that had dominated the room was shattered, split into large chunks that were strewn across the far corner. Jagged bits of charred wood let off small plumes of smoke from where they lay on the floor. Papers were strewn around without care. A few still floated quietly in the air.

      The massive desk that had propped him up was now on the opposite side of the room, crushed into pieces mingling with the remains of the table against the far wall. He blinked his eyes, confirming the sight that remained where it had once stood. The wall of the chamber was gone, reduced to a mess of jagged edges revealing the new growth of the sprawling city beyond.

      The night sky had yet to make the transition to day, though the inky blackness was replaced by a lighter shade of violet. Fires danced as Cadsae had come to life. Shadowed figures with torches raced through the night. A trio approached where he lay, their identities still disguised by the smoke and darkness. All carried swords in their hands, calling as they moved. He could make out little of their words, yet their focus and intentions were clear.

      Their voices were riddled with concern.

      Behind them, a solitary figure appeared in the opening where the wall had once stood. The individual was cloaked, its hood pulled up over its head. Then dark grey fabric blended into the haze of the smoke and the night, rippling as it was jostled by the wind. The pose was one of natural confidence, of deadly focus. Arrows streamed from the bow in its hands. Le’Dral’s mind took but a moment to comprehend.

      The phrenics had arrived.

      The approaching figures dropped to their knees as they surrounded the captain. As they leaned in close, their identities became less clouded. He knew them all well, yet at the moment their names eluded his riddled brain. He winced as he felt the sting of pressure on the gash on his left arm.

      “Captain.” Even from close, less than a meter away, the word was muddled, wavering as if spoken through water.

      “We need to get you out of here,” the voice called, though the words floated through the air as if screamed from a distance. The speaker turned to the other pair who’d positioned themselves at his left side. “Dress the wound quickly. The mender will do a proper job once we move.”’

      There were no words exchanged. The sharp stinging lances of pain rolled through his arm, radiating outward throughout his body. He gritted his teeth together as they squeezed, staunching the flow of blood that bubbled from the wicked gash running across his upper arm. Le’Dral’s eyes squinted, focusing on every minute detail they could calculate. Though clouded with smoke, he noted the coarse fibers of the bandages that wrapped his arm. He watched the beads of sweat leak down the faces of the soldiers who worked to preserve his limb.

      To save his life.

      “Captain,” the voice called. Frantic to divert his attention. His head lolled to the side. The action itself, though second nature, took considerable force and concentration.

      “Le’Dral, Captain, I need you here,” the guard pleaded as he gently patted his hand against his face. Le’Dral felt the reverberations of the placid slaps roll through his body. The tame contact jolted his body as the shock waves rolled through him.

      “Where’s that mender? We need to move him now,” the guard shouted. “Stay with us, Captain.”

      Le’Dral struggled to focus on the face of the guard leaning over him. The man was young yet spoke with a confident authority of one well-trained and hardened by the intense pressure of armed combat. He knew he was among the few who stayed with the tributes after the Harvest, yet his name was lost in the depths of his mind.

      The simple actions brought tears to Le’Dral’s eyes. He rolled his head to the side, turning away from the pain. He gritted his teeth as he worked to avert his eyes, refuting the agony that swelled over his left arm.

      Though he was furious with the situation at hand, he felt the swell of pride at the demeanor of the soldier he’d trusted with his confidence. He was indelibly proud of his soldiers, who stood firm, confident and comfortable amid the uncertainty and danger of the moment. Rapid, heavy footsteps preceded the soldier rushing down the hallway. An eerie white glow seemed to follow the man as he approached.

      “Get him up. We’ve no time to wait,” the guard cursed as he slid to a stop at their side. “The mender’s dead. All in the clinic were slaughtered.”

      The abnormal light that followed the messenger swelled as it reached the room. For a moment, Le’Dral was concerned that his head had been damaged in the unexpected destruction of the room. The reality of the situation came to light as a figure stepped out from behind the guard.

      Clad in a long, flowing cloak, the individual moved soundlessly over the floor. The origin of the light that had seemed so out of place was revealed. A cloak covered the man’s body, its hood pulled down low, concealing the upper half of his face. His exposed right arm crackled with jagged waves of electricity. Le’Dral felt the hairs on his arm stand as the energy that swelled from the phrenic filled the room. It rippled through the air, yet the man alone seemed unfazed by the storm.

      “Get up, Captain.” The voice came from the phrenic as he moved toward the jagged opening cut through the wall.

      The man flashed him a concerned yet fleeting smile as he spoke. His words were soft, yet they carried an undeniable force that demanded attention. Though his body was unsteady, Le’Dral felt the undeniable urge to rise. His protector’s gaze hardened as he turned his gaze toward the hallway leading to the clinic.

      With the pair feverishly working to staunch the flow of blood from his left arm, it was a struggle to follow the command to rise. The guards, assisted by the newcomer from the clinic, worked together to lift the captain. Le’Dral gritted his teeth, wincing in pain as the movement awakened the agony of the multitude of small lacerations and wounds. Though he had no recollection of the punishing blast that tore through the room, he felt keenly aware of its effects. The entirety of his body felt battered and bruised.

      With one final excruciating squeeze, they tightened the tourniquet over his upper arm. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes. For a moment, he felt the wash of self-consciousness at his uncommon show of emotion in the face of his guardsmen. The sense of self-loathing quickly vanished as they moved sluggishly forward. Those who had tended to his wounds now brandished swords, their caring demeanor only moments earlier forgotten, swallowed by menacing looks of vengeance.

      The injuries to their captain would not go unpunished.

      There was no litter to carry him, so he was forced to shuffle along, his right arm draped over the shoulder of one of his subordinates. With every step, the pain cleared the fog that had clouded his mind. The pair of phrenics now stood just outside the opening of the master’s house. The increasing moments of clarity descended with every excruciating step. Taq and Rhoane watched as he retreated with his party into the interior of the structure.

      The shouting, the sounds of blades meeting blades grew muffled as they struggled through the building. There was a pile of charred, smoldering wreckage from the wall and furniture piled up just inside the hall. The simple act of hoisting him over the mound was aggravating, as they had to shuffle sideways to fit his supporting guards alongside. His legs felt as if he’d run until they could no longer bear his weight. The sword fight had been short, frantic and undeniably taxing, yet it was the unknown concussive blast that had affected him the greatest. Every step felt like lifting leaden weights. The sensation of his feet striking the ground felt distant and foreign.

      A sudden thought intruded into his mind, stopping him in his tracks.

      The assassin.

      He’d noted no sign of the man amid the wreckage of the chamber. Surely he’d not escaped the blast unharmed.

      “What of the assassin?” he mumbled. His words were broken, staggered between breaths. The eyes of the guard leading their sluggish formation were troubled as he turned to respond.

      “Escaped,” he noted cautiously. “Through the window of the clinic. There was little we could do to give chase. It’s all we could do to hold the tide of the insurrection. Cadsae has descended into chaos. We need to leave now, or we’ll be overrun.”

      The urgency that colored the man’s voice gave life to Le’Dral’s hesitant movements. Focusing on every step, he forced himself to a greater pace, though the thought that accompanied his actions sent a shiver through his body.

      “Leave me,” he ordered. The clarity of his decision was startling. Another piece of his mind resolved from the fog that had clouded it. “I’ll only slow your retreat. You know where it is you need to go. Seek shelter in the forest.”

      There was a gasp from the man at his opposite side; the man at the front frowned as he met the captain’s gaze. His brow wrinkled as his expression registered more annoyance than sympathy. There was a familiar determination smoldering in his eyes. The look was all it took to spark the memory hidden deep in Le’Dral’s mind. In that moment, he recognized the soldier holding him aloft. He knew the timber of the voices of those who’d diligently worked to stop the flow of blood from his wounds.

      They had stood by him.

      He would not fail them.

      “There are horses waiting, Captain,” the guard added, his voice impassive as if he hadn’t noted the captain’s feverish plea. “The warriors from Vim hold back the tide. The guards have rallied behind them. They fight with a fury that is hard to comprehend, though they will not hold forever. Numbers will be their downfall, the downfall of us all if we don’t make haste.”

      Le’Dral looked at the soldiers who’d held him aloft. They had again risked everything in defense of something other than themselves. They had proven that their morality had surpassed their sense of duty. He increased the pace of his shuffled steps, though the guards practically dragged him the remainder of the way. The sounds of commotion increased as they neared the entrance to the master’s house and clinic. The door hung awkwardly on its hinges. Splinters of wood protruded from the edges, as it had been forced open.

      The scene that greeted them as they exited to Cadsae’s meager square was shocking. Screams mingled with the sounds of blades meeting blades, forming a disturbing percussive symphony. There were small pockets of fighting in nearly every corner; the ground was littered with stray arrows and bodies. Some wailed in pain, desperately seeking assistance; others remained still. Thick pools of blood swelled into lakes on the dry ground.

      The sun had only just risen far to the east, burning the sky above the eastern palisade. The steady, deep orange hue looked like the light of a distant blaze. Silhouetted against the glow was an ever-moving wall of guards. As he watched, a small pocket of fighting atop the palisade came to a disturbing conclusion. Even if he had been accompanied by others, the lone guard never stood a chance against the far superior numbers. A vicious slash across his chest brought him to a stop; a sword plunged through his back. Le’Dral cringed as his body was pitched unceremoniously over the top of the wall. He averted his eyes as his corpse crashed to the ground below. The sickening crunch that echoed across the square turned his stomach.

      Captain Cipri met the group outside the master’s house. The lanky captain of House Eligar’s troops was stained in splatters of blood. A strip of cloth, stained crimson, covered a wound on his lower right arm. A mixed cluster of guards stood in defense of the master’s house and clinic. Le’Dral’s guards stood shoulder to shoulder with the soldiers of House Eligar and the reclusive yet deadly warriors of Vim. None were free from the scars of battle.

      The heaviest section of fighting was centered around the gate. Bodies were piled upon each other, as all had sought to open the massive inner doors. For the moment, a deadly stalemate ensued, as certain death awaited any who pursued that blood-soaked patch of ground. The newly constructed ramp leading to the wall above was the new kill zone as the defenders within sought to staunch the flow of the soldiers from above.

      They were stuck in a perilous position. Enemies had sprouted from within as well. The square was ringed in patches of vicious conflict. As warned, the position was unsustainable.

      “Get the captain to the horses,” Cipri ordered as they shuffled down the stairs. His eyes darted over the captain’s battered body, pausing for a moment on the bloody wound along his arm. “Get him out of range of the archers. See that he reaches our mender.”

      There was no question of his command. His orders were barked with a tone of finality, yet his demeanor was still calm and collected in spite of the disorder that swelled around him. The party fell into coordinated action, surging forward toward the awaiting beasts. Le’Dral tried to maintain his footing, yet the pace was too great. He was dragged the remaining steps to the horse.

      Standing inside a tenuous ring of protection, there were nearly a dozen heavily armed horses. At the moment, none bore riders, yet they waited anxiously, their ears shifting rapidly, tracking the commotion of the city around them. Their riders stood at their sides, ready to depart at a moment’s notice. Le’Dral was quick to note that Lieutenant Moyan was not among those who waited. Word had been sent to the towering officer, yet his patrol had ranged far, running down the pockets of hunters who had infested The Stocks.

      The guard relinquished his support to one of Lord Eligar’s soldiers, collecting the reins of the closest mount.

      “I apologize, Captain,” he lamented. “This will likely be an uncomfortable ride.”

      He turned his attention to the soldiers standing ready beside their mounts.

      “As soon as all are mounted, we ride,” he called to the group. “Form up around the captain. Stop for no one. We’ll meet the others north of the city. Captain Cipri, we could use a distraction.”

      Before the captain could respond, a pair of cloaked figures pushed through the middle of the group. Guards shifted to allow their silent passage. None questioned their presence.

      “If you want a distraction, I’d be happy to oblige.” As the cloaked warrior spoke, he nodded at the captain. Though his eyes were shrouded in darkness, Le’Dral could feel their attention focused on him. “I’m sorry, Captain, if you still have men atop the walls, they will be on their own.”

      Le’Dral forced a pained smile. He’d seen the death of but one, yet he knew for certain others had fallen. They had all understood their tenuous position.

      “My men are well trained, my friend,” he uttered, trying to hide the grief from coloring his words. “We’ve known this would happen one of these days. Contingency plans have been in place. They’ll do their best.”

      The phrenic held the gaze of the captain for a moment longer before nodding his head. To his side, the second phrenic drew another arrow from his quiver, readying the bolt.

      “Time to go, Captain.” As the phrenic turned, the air around his right arm began to radiate a dull white light. Le’Dral felt the electricity ripple through the air around them. His gaze was distracted as the guard vaulted up onto the horse. Riders sprouted from the tops of all the other mounts as a pair of strong arms hoisted him upward toward the waiting horse.

      He found himself unceremoniously deposited on the back of the horse behind the waiting guard.

      “Hold on,” the guard bellowed as the horses jolted forward as one unit. Le’Dral turned his head to the side. The dull glow had swelled into a radiant ball of white light. Jagged waves of electricity danced along the length of Taq’s arm. Cipri, his men, the remaining guards and the Vigil had condensed their ranks into the center of the square, maintaining as much distance from the palisades as possible. Sensing the retreat, a cry went up from the soldiers atop the wall. With renewed vigor and bloodlust, they streamed down onto the roof of the storehouse, bottlenecking, as only two at a time could traverse the newly constructed steps to the ground below.

      A cracking sound split the night; for a moment the area glowed with the light of day. The aura that surrounded the phrenic’s silhouette brightened into a blinding white. For a moment, his features were engulfed by the flare of light. A jagged bolt of lightning streaked from his hand, crossing the square in a flash. The energy travelled parallel with the ground, striking the clogged wooden stairwell that was constructed against the side of the storehouse. The wooden steps exploded in a cloud of splinters. There was no hope for the soldiers caught in the lightning’s path. They were torn apart as the unstoppable energy ripped through their bodies.

      The beam didn’t stop there, as its force and motion carried it further into the helpless structure. With a deafening snap, the front corner buckled under the weight of the massing, anxious soldiers and the devastation of the lightning. Fire burst to light in several places as the electricity caught the dry tinder ablaze. Men and wood crumpled to the ground below, and deadly precipitate to the already bloodstained square.

      Le’Dral’s view of the destruction was obstructed by the cavalry that surrounded him. They raced northward, quickly exiting the anarchy that consumed Cadsae. The orange glow of fire flickered in the darkness. Over the thunderous noise of their retreat, the whistle of arrows screamed through the night.
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      Ryl was among the first to rest after they struck their makeshift camp. He grew increasingly tired of the journey on the road, yet the anticipation of their return plagued his attempts at restful sleep. He had survived since they had departed the capital on nothing more than a few hours of sleep daily. The cover of darkness was still young when he rose from his bedroll.

      He stretched quickly, letting the chill of the night breeze blow the last tendrils of sleep from his body. Even though his rest was brief, he felt rejuvenated. Far more this evening than any since they had broken the Deliverance. Since the control of the Lei Guard had shifted to him.

      For a moment, he let his mind wander. There had been few options left for the black-cloaked warriors. Through the devious, disastrous processes, Leiroth had converted the shells of the tributes into a force that fought with blind aggression. They had little autonomy and followed orders to the letter, yet Ryl understood more of the truth of their true nature.

      They were feral yet followed a hierarchy of strength. If Ryl hadn’t commanded their loyalty, they would have sought the next in line. Having never accepted the Blessing of the King, Tev would never have commanded their rule. They would have aligned themselves with the most corrupted among the remaining nobles, seeking the one with the most potent concentration of nexela in their blood. Power hungry, sighting for the first time a true glimpse of total authority, the results would have been catastrophic. Regardless of their house’s personal strength, they would have commanded a force far greater than even the combined forces of the others could muster.

      The loss of life would have been unthinkable. There would have been no stopping until there were none left to question their rule. They would have traded one nightmare for another, more potent and far bloodier.

      Ryl surveyed the camp that spread around him. This close to their destination, though they were hidden from the eyes of the palisades, there was no sense in announcing their position. After the early nighttime raid and battle before the woods, they had been unmolested in their journey. The signs of the recent activity of the army were definitive, yet no remains of their force could be seen.

      In truth, Ryl knew not what they prepared to walk into. If Le’Dral still commanded the palisades, the preparation and attempts at stealth were for naught. The twisting in his gut spoke of another far more likely scenario. They had managed to achieve their goals in Leremont; how had the captain fared against the storm that he knew blew his way?

      There was no question that Lord Kagran had made moves to retake The Stocks. If Le’Dral had signaled his fealty, returning the walled area to the king, the transition would have been slightly less bloody. Ryl doubted that possibility. The vengeance of the king would have been swift and merciless. Any perceived to have aided the captain and his rebel forces would be slaughtered. Those who escaped would be hunted, just as they’d hunted errant tributes for generations.

      The captain possessed a keen mind. He understood the true scope of the force that was loyal to his command. His force was dwarfed by the army that massed outside the city. He was drastically outnumbered within the false security of his walls. Le’Dral would have been prepared.

      Ryl hoped that his preparations would have been enough. There was no doubt blood had soaked the grounds of Cadsae. Whose and how much was the true question.

      The muffled crunch of footsteps on the loose soil not far behind him brought his attention to the present. An image flashed into his mindsight unbeckoned. There was no concern among the numbers of the phrenics or unawakened. Paelec moved stealthily on patrol of their perimeter in a wide arc to the west. Ramm watched over the Lei Guard and horses, maintaining passive control over both. Several others, whether guard or Vigil, manned positions around their party, though none made any sounds to alert them of danger. Ryl grinned as he recognized the slight hitch in the step of the approaching figure.

      “You’d do well to announce your presence instead of skulking in the dark,” Ryl announced as he turned to greet the mercenary. Andr’s mouth was open, no doubt ready to call a greeting so as not to startle his companion. For a moment, a look of irritation flashed across his face, though it quickly reverted to his calm indifference.

      “Aye. It appears that I did,” he whispered. “Come with me. You need to see this.”

      Andr clapped him on the shoulder as he passed, his track leading them up the gentle slope of the ridge to the west. The last of the sun’s light had faded, yet the clear night sky above was hesitant to release the glow of its stars. Only the brightest of the tiny pinpoints of light remained sparkling in the heavens.

      The valley they had chosen for a camp was less than a half mile off the edge of the Kingsway. Sparse remnants of a forest grew several miles to the south, between them and the Sea of Prosper, yet there was little more than spotted groves to hide the movements of any who sought to disturb them. They moved in silence as they climbed, quickly reaching the pinnacle of the hill.

      Aided by the darkness, it took little time for Ryl to understand the scene that was painted before him. The palisades were alive with movement. Flickers of torches moved along the palisades as patrols manned the walls. The numbers were staggering. Le’Dral had never moved that great a force at night. Certainly not illuminated by the light of torches. He felt a chill roll through him as his hope for his friends’ survival waned. The reality of the vision sank in. He was sure that the palisades and The Stocks they guarded were no longer under the control of his friend.

      As his eyes moved ever northward, following the length of the wall toward the mountains, the trepidation that had formed in his stomach swelled. The stab of cold that had coursed through his body earlier was replaced by a fire ignited in his veins. To the north, just at the base of the Haven Mountains, the darkness of the night was broken by a dull, pulsing orange glow. The abnormal haze, the clouds that seemed to swell around the base of the mountains made sense. The clarity was jarring.

      Infuriating.

      The inferno that burned in his veins was uncontrollable, easily incinerating the gleeful screams of bloodlust that rose from within.

      There was no time left.

      The Erlyn burned.

      Though the distance was too great to feel the emotions of the ancient woods, his body tensed as the ripples of pain washed over him.

      “Wake the others,” he ordered, wheeling around, stalking down the hill toward their makeshift camp. “We leave now.”

      Their pace in returning to their companions was rapid. Ryl called out with his emotions, summoning phrenic, unawakened and Lei Guard alike. The emotional calls varied based upon the group. The notice to the resting black-cloaked warriors was by far the most muted of them all, yet painful beyond words.

      Ryl gritted his teeth, stumbling for a few steps as he shifted between the tattoos on his left arm. Internally, the darkness grumbled as its opportunity to wrest control again was cut short. It relegated itself to the shadowy corners of his consciousness, waiting for an opportune moment once again.

      Paelec emerged from the darkness, the stealthy archer catching Ryl by his right arm, supporting him as he walked.

      “I see you’ve awoken the Lei Guard,” the phrenic noted. Ryl’s pace had been slowed to a shuffled step. Andr had turned to address his faltering pace.

      “Go on ahead, Andr,” Ryl ordered, doing his best to hide the weariness from his voice. “The Lei Guard will march as our vanguard and on our flanks, as they’ve done for days. See that the others make haste.”

      Andr disappeared into the gloom of the night without a word as Ryl shuffled forward with the assistance of his phrenic companion.

      “I’m curious. Did you feel the call I issued to the Lei Guard as well?” Ryl quizzed. His control over the darkness felt tenuous. Though they obeyed his commands, in the presence of such a large force of warriors, tainted by the poison of the nexela, the element that infested his body had made efforts to fortify its position within his body. Though controlling the horrifying calls for bloodshed might be easier without the small army of Lei Guard, he feared for the cost of absorbing that much.

      The throbbing of his arm as he reverted the tattoos back to their original design was relegated to an afterthought, lost beneath the lingering agony of the transition. The pressure had been constant. He was being torn by the competing forces within. One begged for control, to use its brutal power to taste the blood of those who would stand in its way. The other burned to equalize the darkness that tipped the balance. That option was always there, yet carrying the burden of even a few unconscious shells of the tributes was a cumbersome task. Hauling the hundreds that remained under his control to the Erlyn would have been impossible. It would have sentenced them to death.

      “I felt only the calls you issued to us, Ryl,” Paelec answered as they made their way toward their companions, who were now all on their feet. “It was the disruption of your signature that gave away the order. The brilliant glow that identifies your position shifted. It wavered, like a candle faltering in the wind. Flickering between the orange glow and darkness.”

      Paelec pulled him to a stop, turning to address him. Though they were hidden in shadows, Ryl could feel the cautious gaze that churned within his eyes.

      “I can see the physical toll this exacts, yet I am powerless to support you,” the phrenic archer whispered, yet the emotions behind his words thundered through Ryl’s body. The implications were chilling, yet he knew there was no deceit behind the words. He felt that he was quickly becoming a burden on his own.

      A liability.

      “I appreciate your concern, my friend,” Ryl responded. He focused his voice, diffusing the hint of annoyance from his words. “The Erlyn is all that can help me now. I’d gladly share this burden, yet it’s beyond my control. If the woods are lost, so too am I.”

      “You’ll not stop until you see this through,” Paelec said. “You’ve made the promise to the tributes; you’ve made the promise to Vim. You’ll see them home. If it comes to it, Ryl, remember that promise. Some choices may be decided for us. Strong as you are, you’ll crumble if you attempt to maintain control over the Lei Guard to Vim. Promise me you’ll do what must be done.”

      Ryl felt the anger well up in his body. The alexen rushed through his veins with an agitated fury, yet understanding flowed from their motions. He fought the logic, his heart unwilling to give up on the charges that he’d taken upon himself. There was no judgment in Paelec’s words, only truth. His concerns were justified, yet the thoughts of what must be done sickened him. After a moment, the anger waned.

      Their party was skilled, yet meager. Their tasks grew exceedingly heavy as more and more were piled upon their shoulders. The brief rests they had managed to this point would be cut shorter. If the woods burned, there was little time before all would be lost to the flames.

      Not only did his companions work to ensure their own safety, they watched over a party far greater, far deadlier than their own. If there were no options, Ryl knew what he must do. He felt the icy chill roll through him; the gooseflesh spread up his exposed arms.

      “Aye, I understand.” He sighed.

      Ryl broke off the conversation, moving steadily toward his companions, who were rapidly breaking their meager camp. Without a fire to dampen, there was little to do in preparation save for collecting their supplies. Maintaining the herd of horses was by far the most time consuming, yet the phrenics’ emotional skills had come in handy. The mounts responded well to the nonverbal commands, making the process far less cumbersome.

      The twins were busy assisting Pater into the carriage. Of all, the youth’s exhausted, broken body had refused to release the hold of sleep. Tash carried the child in his arms while Palon opened the door to the comfortable interior. The boy, in his young age, had been through more horrors than most would endure in a lifetime. His sleep was still racked by nightmares, broken by uncontrollable sobbing. Ryl knew that the pain would one day ease, yet the wound would linger for eternity.

      Cray approached, his pack slung over his shoulder. He walked with a confidence that was impressive. In little more than a cycle’s time, like Ryl, the three unawakened had undergone an unimaginable transformation. He smiled, as the growth was impossible to hide.

      Gone was the tentative, scarred tribute, beaten down by generations of oppression. Ryl grinned at the young man who strode over to him. The touch of his father’s confidence was evident in his step.

      “You’ve done well by him,” Ryl commented, inclining his head toward the sleeping youth that the twins now tucked carefully into the carriage. The overpowering confidence waned a measure at the unexpected compliment.

      “Thank you, Ryl,” Cray answered, flashing a brief smile. “We’ve all seen too many just like him. I don’t begin to know who he reminds me of the most.”

      They both watched as Palon climbed stealthily into the wagon. The added care on the part of the young unawakened was perhaps unnecessary owing to the commotion as their companions broke the camp.

      “Perhaps he reminds us of all of them,” Ryl added.

      “I just figured without Sarial, someone should take the lead,” Cray responded. “You’ve aimed to protect us, shelter us as best you could.”

      He held his hands aloft, stoppering the retort that Ryl felt brewing in his throat.

      “We’ve accepted our station in life,” Cray acknowledged. “We’ve experienced more freedom than few other tributes have dared dream. We have you to thank for that. You never forgot about us, though we in part had lost hope of seeing you again.”

      His head lowered at the statement, as if the words would find a weak spot in Ryl’s heart.

      Ryl reached out, placing his hand upon Cray’s shoulder.

      “The sentiment is nothing to be ashamed of,” he commiserated with his distraught friend. “Another feeling we’ve all likely experienced over the cycles. For over a millennium, none have ever returned. I was no different.”

      “But you were …” Cray caught himself, composing his words before speaking again. “You are. You’ve always been different from the rest of us. There was something about you that drew others to you. A light that seemed to brighten our dark little corner of The Stocks.”

      It was Ryl’s turn to hang his head. The sentiment was straying dangerously close to discomfort. The awestruck eyes of those who expected him to work miracles cut through him like daggers. He’d rather face down the legions of the Horde than dwell in the focus of that expression for long.

      “Not you too,” Ryl grumbled, quickly changing the subject. “You, Tash and Palon are skilled; that is without question. The knowledge inside your veins is still largely hidden from your control. Some skills will be inherently easier than others, yet you’ve trained for a little over a moon. I won’t allow you to take unnecessary risks.”

      “Who is to stop you from doing the same?” Cray interrupted.

      Ryl tamped down the agitation that rolled through his veins. There was a ring of truth to Cray’s words.

      “There is wisdom in your words, but please take heed of mine,” Ryl begged. “I’ve pushed myself beyond the bounds of safety more times than I care to admit. If it weren’t for the heroics of my friends, your father most among all of them, I’d have been dead long ago, and you’d still be in The Stocks. Do you know what is the common theme among each of those times?”

      Ryl watched as the wheels of thought turned in Cray’s mind. He let him ponder for a few moments before interrupting the thought.

      “It was desperation,” Ryl admitted with slightly more force than he’d intended. He felt the lingering wisp of the emotion that pulsed from his body. The poorly veiled annoyance evaporated quickly in the breeze of the night air.

      “Every time, the outcome I faced was the same. Death,” he continued, though there was a hollow, distant timbre to his words. “It was either fight or flee. Running would have amounted to death. For myself, for others I care about. I had no intention of running. Demons can come in different forms, as you know better than most. Whether by the hands of man or the Horde, it was a matter of giving in or giving my all for survival. In the moment, it was an easy choice.

      “There will always be time to second-guess your logic. To judge yourself or be judged by others for your inaction or actions,” he continued. “Believe me, it’s not an envious position. There is little learning in desperation. I did what I had to do. I survived by whatever miracles you choose to believe in. I survived long enough to warn you against making the same mistakes. You are unprepared for the emotions. Losing control even to the alexen that flows through you could be disastrous. I was unprepared for the emotions.”

      Ryl surveyed the activity that flowed around them. Their conversation had lasted only a matter of moments, yet their departure was imminent. The heavy thumps of the horses carrying the Lei Guard to their vanguard thundered over the ground.

      “There is little time left to prepare, yet you and the others must steel yourselves as best you can,” Ryl commanded. “Control your emotions. The home you’ve known will likely resemble nothing you remember. The flames of the kingdom have spread. The fires of change have been blown back upon us.

      “The Erlyn now burns.”
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      Under the cover of the darkness they moved along the Kingsway without interruption. The Lei Guard, riding at the tip of the column, were nothing more than shadows moving in the night. Many of the black cloaks that defined their position had been torn in the subsequent skirmishes, slashed as the weaponless warriors fell on their attackers with their paralyzing emotion and their hands. They mauled their prey like the demons whose blood corrupted the shells of their bodies. The tattered remains billowed out behind them, snapping in the wind as they raced to the west.

      The sound of their progress was like thunder rolling across the plains.

      Views of the palisades, illuminated in the night by the torches of the patrols that spanned its length, grew with every passing mile. Each rolling hill they crested illustrated a greater picture of the massive wall looming up from the ground in the distance. Without delay, sunrise would bring them to the devastated remains of Cadsae Proper.

      From there it was only a short ride to the gates.

      Ryl’s lips curled into an involuntary snarl at the thought. To him, The Stocks was quickly becoming something of an anomaly. For cycles, it was the prison that relegated him and the tributes to the life of torture they had done nothing to deserve. After his Harvest, the feeling had shifted in a confusing manner. With his own freedom at hand, he found that there was little more he wanted than to return to the home that had been forced upon him. He wanted to tear the walls to the ground, destroy any semblance of the pen that had encapsulated most of his young life.

      After his return, the palisades had become their salvation. Ryl had little doubt that without the fortifications, there would have been no hope of surviving the armies of the Horde that King Lunek the Third and Leiroth had unleashed upon the kingdom. They would have swept across the land with nothing to prevent them. The massacre that had played out in the doomed port city of Cadsae Proper would have shifted from village to town until there were none left to spread the warning.

      None left to resist.

      The phrenics would have once again been forgotten by the history of the kingdom. Erased again, this time at the teeth and claws of the demons from the Outlands.

      There was something that troubled Ryl as he thought about the assault. Why had the king summoned the demons to Damaris? It certainly couldn’t have been for the annihilation of the citizens. What is a king with no subjects to rule over? The Horde seemingly served little more than an extension, a show of the true might of the regent who had commanded Damaris for centuries.

      His greed had never been satiated throughout the ages. Even after over one thousand cycles of uncontested rule, he still wanted more. The pursuit of power was endless. As long as there was something left for him to command, to control, he would never be satisfied.

      Aside from the staggered breaks to rest their mounts, their movements were uninterrupted. The chill of the night shifted as the hours stretched on toward daylight. A cloudless sky did nothing to diminish the light of the moon and stars above, allowing them to maintain a steady pace. Travel along the roads at night was not infrequent, yet none shared the dusty Kingsway with them this evening, nor were there signs of any scurrying from their path. The noise of their travel was impossible to conceal, though at this juncture, it mattered little. Whether it was under the cover of darkness or under the blazing midday sun, their reception at the Pining Gate would likely be the same.

      Ryl no longer had any doubt that blood would be spilled in the coming hours. He struggled to tamp down the fury that seethed from within. The darkness sought egress through its vile whispers, yet the strength was muffled by the anxious fire of the alexen burning through his veins. He knew a portion of the doubt came from himself. Could he control the Lei Guard when once again swords clashed with swords?

      The thought was sobering.

      Could he control himself?

      At this point, those who manned the wall had little hope of redemption. They had been offered ample opportunities to choose their fates over the past moons. The truth of the tributes, the reality of the phrenics had been laid bare. Though abrupt, the veil of ignorance had been yanked from the eyes of the kingdom. The choices were now clear.

      Those who sided with the remnants of the king, who wholeheartedly supported the persecution of the tributes, the theft of children, and the devastating choices forced upon their families were beyond redemption. Even so, Ryl had little desire to spill their blood.

      He still felt the hot splash of the crimson liquid across his skin. The joy and elation that had coursed through his body as he cut his way through the army of Lord Cormeth sickened him. He would defend himself, defend his companions and friends without hesitation or mercy. It was a fine line to walk between salvation and massacre. He steeled himself for the eventuality, hoping he had the will to maintain.

      Lighter shades of violet stretched skyward from the eastern horizon at their backs. The sun, still below the horizon, crept closer, eager to illuminate the landscape before them. Even in darkness, Ryl recognized the terrain as they reached the intersection of the Kingsway and the Breadth. The feeling of nostalgia was potent as he called their column to a halt.

      It was at the peak of this gentle rise that he and Andr had watched the walls before them only several moons in the past. Much had changed since he had last been here. More changes were still to come.

      Ryl flagged down Andr as he surveyed the terrain that stretched before them. They had seen no signs of humans throughout the night, though there were clear remains of the armies that had passed before them. The closer they came to The Stocks, the signs of skirmishes had been clear. Within each camp, each trampled section of wild grasses, there had been bodies of guards. The circling carrion birds gave away their positions during the day; at night they were but motionless shapes, slightly darker silhouettes against the grey shades of the ground.

      In some places, they numbered in the dozens; in others there were only a few lying motionless among the grasses. The disorder among the armies was resolute. With every passing mile, choices had been made. Decisions that had cost lives. There was no way to know what had spurred these revolts. The proximity to The Stocks and the timing, however, was curious. The ruse Ryl had concocted after disarming the party in the woods. The missive from Tev would have been received by now. Had they worked to serve their point? Was the dissolution of the Ascertaining Decree the final straw for the soldiers of some of the houses?

      “Here we are again, my friend,” Andr noted as he stopped his horse alongside Ryl. His eyes scanned the palisades that stretched out before them. No lights, no signs of life burned in the abandoned city that stretched around the massive walls.

      “Aye, Andr,” he answered. “Let this be the last time we assault these walls. Summon the others.”

      A short, muffled chuckle escaped the mercenary’s lips as he nodded his head in acknowledgment. He departed without a word, leaving Ryl to continue his surveillance of the walls and city ahead. The forms of the figures atop the palisades were still too far to determine, though the glow of their torches had grown. Unsurprisingly, aside from their own, there were no signs of any signature visible to his mindsight.

      It wasn’t long before his companions met at his position. The mixed group had been bound by the trials of the last moons. No longer did they stand in separate groups as they joined. Guards stood between phrenics and Vigil, the unawakened shoulder to shoulder with the soldiers who had enforced their containment and the storied warriors they would someday become. Father stood at the side of the son he’d thought beyond his reach. Pater held on tightly to Cray’s arm.

      Ryl waited until the party gathered in full. Vox alone stood a few meters from the group, the sole defender between their companions and the wedge of Lei Guard that pointed ominously toward the west. Ryl surveyed the group as the last of the members fell into line. They commanded the intersection of the two roads, forming an impassable barrier. They represented the confluence of the kingdom that had ruled for generations and the future that begged for a chance to prove its worth. An uphill battle still lay ahead, yet it was nothing but monumental that they even stood where they stood today.

      “There’s little doubt that they know we’re coming.” It was the sharp trill of Lenu’s voice that was first to break the silence.

      She stood close to Andr’s side. The pair, both warriors to the core, had formed an indelible bond. The seeds had been planted early on in Ryl and Andr’s time spent in Vim. Both he and his mercenary friend had been drawn in very different directions, yet their purpose was the same. The pair had grown closer through the tribulations of the last moon. Since they had interrupted the Deliverance, they had spent more time riding in close ranks than had been ordained by their schedule of patrols. Ryl shrugged to himself as he wrote off the thought.

      He ran his eyes over the groups arranged before him. They returned his gaze with steadfast looks of determination. They were hardened by the events that had preceded this moment. He knew that there would be nothing that would sway them now. The unawakened among all burned with a fire that spoke of rage and vengeance. He paused as his vision rested on them.

      The trio had taken his message of preparation to heart. His mindsight confirmed the understanding that he witnessed with his eyes. The signatures of all three shone with a light that dwarfed his previous recollection. The alexen had begun to make its presence known. Now weeks beyond the removal of the final drop of the vile treatment, the poison that had hampered its glow, the power within them had cracked through the surface. Ryl felt the pulsing wave of emotion that radiated from Cray’s body. The call, though faint and unrefined, was echoed by the twins.

      “Aye, they are no doubt well aware of our return,” Ryl announced, doing little to hide the prideful emotion that seeped from his core. “We have remained virtually unmolested over the miles since leaving Leremont. We’ve seen the scars of battle across the road, yet we’ve encountered little opposition. The message that was sent at the Deliverance has preceded our arrival. Likely, many of those who lay bloodied and motionless on the ground stood in opposition to the vile system that has just now ended. Just as the sun rises behind us, this is the beginning of a new dawn for Damaris, whether they choose to accept it or not.”

      “Back through the gates once again?” Nielix quizzed, folding his arms across his chest. “I don’t suppose we’ll find them open for us. How do we gain access this time?”

      “No, I expect them to be sealed and fortified,” Ryl added. “They know we return, yet likely not the timing of our coming. They will not grant easy access to the Pining Gate. Ambushes are certain. As for our entrance, I intend to ask first.”

      A muted chuckle rippled through the group.

      “We bear a missive from the new regent of Damaris. Signed and sealed by his own hand,” Ryl continued. “Tev’s word carries as much power as his father’s. We have been granted free access to anywhere within the kingdom. We march with the remaining contingent of the dreaded Lei Guard. They will refuse, for I have no false illusions that they will allow us to pass.”

      “What do we do then?” The voice that sounded was quiet and meek, tentatively announcing its question. Pater shifted closer to Cray’s side as Ryl’s vision landed on him. The youth worked to maintain their eye contact, yet folded after a valiant moment, choosing to examine the ground before his feet.

      “Stone can be manipulated. Wood will burn,” Ryl noted. He softened the edge from his voice as he addressed the timid youth, though the fire burned in his eyes. “They brought flame to the Erlyn. We can ill afford delays. We will pass through those gates whether they grant us peaceful access or not. Know that I expect to find the latter, yet the loss of life needs to be kept to a minimum. Vox, Paasek, use only the strength you must. Your skills will likely be needed throughout the coming day.”

      The consensus was made. His companions nodded their approval. There was little left for them to discuss before breaking the brief meeting. It was only a matter of moments before all were mounted once again. With an agonizing command, Ryl ordered the Lei Guard onward. The stinging pain was a momentary distraction, a painful respite from the constant throbbing of his left arm.

      Night still commanded the sky. The terrain before them was nothing more than a wash of rolling hills and groves. Undulating patches of darker shadow in the pale light of the moon and stars. The closer they moved toward the doomed city of Cadsae Proper, the more realistic the chances of ambush became. Ryl refused to leave the group unprepared.

      Unlike the miles between the capital city and the intersection of the two main thoroughfares that bisected the kingdom, Ryl knew the lay of the land between here and the dead city that spread out in the distance. It was an eerie feeling looking upon the once vibrant port in the still of the night. No lights flickered from the houses that lined the streets. He could sense the emptiness even across the vast distance.

      He felt an intrinsic connection to the city. Though his experiences were limited, he had maneuvered through the bustle of the city streets during the height of its revelry. He had been there when the demons descended. His blood had mingled with that of the thousands of demons cut down in the streets. He’d tried to shut out the wails of the helpless few who had remained outside the protection of the walls. The gentle whisper of the wind blowing from the sea carried hidden remnants of their agonized screams. Their desperate cries would haunt him.

      From his previous travels to and from the city, the terrain was familiar now. The rough images that flashed into his head, the details that he understood yet had never felt firsthand, faded into the background of his own personal experiences. The lives and knowledge of the phrenics offered more color to the path they walked, though he saw the reality with his own eyes.

      The wind from the sea blew stronger as they approached the shadowed mirage of the city. They hadn’t travelled long before the foul notes on the air ground the caravan to a halt. The smell of death was potent. Ryl signaled for Cavlin and Paasek, who at the moment rode a matter of paces to his right. When Ryl halted, their procession stopped with him. None noted his eyes squint at the pain that tore through his arm.

      “Paasek, hold the front of the line.” He whispered the order to the phrenic. The elder merely nodded in response. “Cavlin, come with me. We’ll return in a moment. The Lei Guard will let none approach from the front or flanks unopposed.”

      “It reeks of death,” Paasek grumbled. “I see no signs of the Horde. Be careful.”

      Ryl slipped from his horse, his feet contacting the ground producing nothing more than a muted crunch of the earth. It was only a moment before Cavlin joined him, collecting the reins, handing them to the waiting phrenic at their side. Without another word they slipped from the group, passing through the waiting line of Lei Guard. Though the black-cloaked warriors offered no gesture at their passing, Ryl felt the pressure of their eyes as they weaved through the single-file rank. The chill of their glares sent daggers of ice through his body. He shuddered at the cold.

      The procession had paused just beneath the peak of a small rise in the road. The gently sloping terrain rose to its full height a few hundred meters ahead. They moved off the hard-packed roadbed, sliding into the field of tall wild grasses that lined the road. To their south, the border of a substantial forest lurked in the distance, blocking their views of the sparkling waters of the Sea of Plenty. Gusts of wind pushed the grasses in undulating ripples; the swishing of the blades covered any noise of their approach.

      Each blast of the swirling wind was flavored by an ever-growing hint of rot and decay. The potent concoction brought back chilling memories. Though diffused, the odor was too familiar to that of the Horde to not elicit a visceral response. Ryl scanned the terrain that surrounded them with his mindsight, half expecting to see the blackened signatures spring to life in his vision.

      They had covered nearly half the distance to the peak of the rise when the first notes of disturbance reached their ears. The muffled, high-pitched yips mingling with low rumbles brought him to a stop. Cavlin paused at his side.

      “Wolves?” Cavlin whispered as he cocked his head to the side, cupping his hand behind his ear.

      Ryl listened intently for a moment. The brief pause resolved into perfect clarity. The feral hounds jostled among themselves for the feast.

      “Aye. It’s wise not to get between the beast and its kill,” Cavlin muttered.

      “This is more than just a single deer,” Ryl added. “They feast on something substantial.”

      Cavlin grunted in response. Crouching down low, he made his way up the shallow rise. Nearing the peak, they fell to their bellies, crawling the remaining meters through the thick grasses. The grasses scraped against his skin as he slid through the blades. The undersides of the seemingly innocent green leaves hid a vicious surprise. The minute serrations scraped across his skin when his body brushed against the grain, though he was sure the natural protection of the woodskin would prevent any true damage.

      Hidden from view by the grasses, their scents were protected by the wind that blew in their faces. With no hill or grasses to diffuse the odors, the air choked with the smells of death and decay. Ryl’s heart thundered in his chest; his stomach churned as he catalogued the grisly sight. Even in the pale light of the moon, the carnage was clear.

      They had moved in a southwesterly direction as they left the road and their companions behind them. Several hundred meters of undisturbed wild landscape now separated them from the well-traveled road at their rear. A clearing was beaten into the grasses that stretched out along the opposite side of the hill. The path of ravaged earth was impossible to disguise, leading back in several tracks toward the Kingsway to the north. The spaces where the grasses had been trampled underfoot stood out as darker shades of gray from the surrounding drab shades of the landscape.

      It took little imagination to understand the slaughter that lay before them. The stealthy denizens of the night fed on the carcasses of men. Flashes of moonlight and the stars reflected off pieces of discarded metal strewn among the bodies. The commotion they’d heard was in fact wolves. A pack of twenty of the animals fought amongst each other, tearing flesh from the bones of their human meals.

      Ryl felt his stomach twist at the sight. The alexen mirrored the emotion raging through his veins, spreading fiery heat where they burned with animosity. He surged to his feet, striding forward toward the pack with little regard for their numbers. His presence was noted almost immediately. Many of the beasts remained motionless, though their hackles rose in retaliation. They growled at the interruption, at his challenge. Several lanky bodies slunk into the grasses to either side of the main group, no doubt stalking into the cover of the tall grasses to surround the intruders. The hiss of Cavlin’s blade clearing its sheath sounded a step to his rear.

      The wind that swelled around Ryl’s wrists quickly enveloped his body. The swirling gusts were fueled by the rage that rolled through his veins. Nearly twenty meters ahead, the pack of wolves fanned out, each hunching low to the ground as they crept closer. He had no intention of allowing them time to attack.

      Emotional assaults were far more potent on humans, yet he hammered the wolves with a wave of simple emotion nonetheless. Complex suggestions would likely be lost on the beasts. Fear was understood universally. In the middle of their group, the largest among them paused, the others following suit. The massive beast tilted its head to the side, its beady eyes still glowing in the light of the moon, seemingly appraising the incoming threat.

      Ryl snarled as he increased his pace, closing the distance between him and the wolves. The winds ripped around his body, snapping his cloak out to the side as it grew to an unbearable level. For the moment, the pungent odor of death and decay cleared in the space that surrounded him and Cavlin. The heady scents of freshly disturbed earth were a relief from the vile odors that choked the air.

      The respite was temporary. Ryl growled a low agonized note of his own as he released the gout of wind. He swung his arm in a wide arc; the pressure that had threatened to tear him apart faded as the wind exploded outward. The wolves stood no chance. The invisible blade of air crashed into the densely packed center of their formation. A chorus of yelps sounded as those facing the wrath of their invisible foe were tossed mercilessly into the air. Their bodies became nothing more than black silhouettes against the violet sky as they careened into the distance. Heavy thumps and more yelps of pain sounded as they contacted the ground outside the trampled circle of carnage. The rustling noises from their sides signaled the intentions of the numbers that had sought to flank them. In moments, the sounds of a hasty retreat faded into nothingness as the beasts fled the unnatural attack.

      “Handy,” Cavlin noted as he stopped at his side. He returned his blade to the confines of its sheath.

      “Aye. It has its benefits,” Ryl added absently. His eyes surveyed the wreckage of men strewn about the trampled grasses. “Let’s be quick. This is too large a group to overlook.”

      The true extent of the damage grew devastatingly clear as they quickly made their way into the midst of the battle. There were perhaps two hundred in this group, all felled by blade and bow. For the most part, they were packed together in the center, having made a last stand against those who had pursued them. Several were scattered along the perimeter of the matted circle of grass and mud. Something seemed awkward about their positioning and disposition.

      “They carry no weapons or supplies,” Cavlin called from where he crouched low to the ground. His hand traced the imprint sunken into the ground. “Their hands are still bound. Pursued by horses. Many don’t even wear boots.”

      Ryl scanned the bodies as he stopped a few paces from the pile of corpses. The stench here was nearly unbearable.

      “This was an execution.” His voice was distant as he spoke. “They were stripped of their weapons and supplies, led here and slaughtered. This was a culling of dissidents.”

      Cavlin rose from where he squatted, wiping the mud off his hands on the legs of his trousers.

      “I’d not be surprised to find more of these the closer we get to Cadsae Proper,” Cavlin muttered. “It is the kingdom that stands on the blade’s edge now. The division between those who still cling to the old ways and those who sympathize with the changes the future brings will be dramatic. I have no doubt that scenes like this will play out throughout Damaris. It will come as no surprise, yet we’ll find no open access to The Stocks.”

      “It matters not. There are no walls built by man that will stop us from passing,” Ryl growled. “Tell me, then, is this kingdom a lost cause?”

      Ryl quizzed the guard. The question had been nagging at him for some time. He second-guessed the decisions that had led him to this point. For every moment after hope had been restored, he dreamed of change. The tributes would be free. The Ascertaining Decree would fall. Prophecy said that he would be the catalyst. The spark that would light the insatiable fires of change. The light to the phrenics who were lost in the darkness. Was the kingdom ready for the change? Would they embrace their new stations in life, or fight it incessantly?

      Cavlin turned his body; his eyes squinted as he studied Ryl before responding.

      “In its present state, it is,” the guard lamented. “There is little worth redeeming. The populace has become little more than sheep, to a degree, nearly as much slaves to the rule of those with power as were the tributes. I think you’ll find those who share similar sentiments as you are more in number than you can imagine. This kingdom will rise again from the ashes.”

      Ryl flashed a quick smile as he nodded his approval. He had been surprised before. For cycles, he had seen nothing but the darkness that dwelled in his oppressors. Sheltered by design from the world, he was oblivious to the attitudes, the dissent that was whispered in private. Andr had changed that. It had shaken his world to the core.

      Just as the revelations he brought had shaken the kingdom to its foundation.

      “There is nothing we can do for them at the moment,” Ryl commented as he cast a final glance at the mass of decaying remains grouped at the center of the clearing. “There is little left but to avenge them now. Let’s rejoin the others.”

      Ryl felt the heat of anger course through his veins. The whisper of darkness swelled as the emotion rolled through his body. For the moment, the agitation of the alexen, the darkness that cursed from within and his will aligned.

      He felt the satisfaction of acceptance.

      There would be plenty to account for.

      The palisades were only miles in the distance.
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      Ryl and Cavlin stalked through the grasses in silence as they worked their way back to their companions. Though there was little need for secrecy, they moved cautiously, retracing their steps down the hill. The darkened line of Lei Guard stood out in shocking contrast to the drab grey hues of the moonlit terrain.

      He felt the black-cloaked warriors long before he could make out the definition of their figures. They waded through their sticky festering emotions, though the warriors did nothing to express their emotional control over their surroundings. Hatred bogged down their every step. Fear weighed down their progress. Though he knew there was little worry from the warriors he now held in thrall, crossing through their line was a harrowing task. Cavlin, the seemingly unflappable guard, hastened through the gap as if it were death that nipped at his heels.

      Ryl breathed a sigh of relief once they rejoined the others inside the wall of the black-cloaked riders. The dreaded emotions, the full brunt he had faced on several terrifying occasions, were absent within the midst of their rank. A focused wave of calm rolled over him as he and Cavlin reached their horses. The guard sprang into the saddle, his fleet motions belying his recent near-death experience, only moons in the past. There was still a slight hitch in his step. He favored his right side more heavily than the other, yet there was no doubt his lethality remained.

      “What is it, Ryl?” Paasek quizzed as Ryl settled into his seat atop his horse. His backside was sore, yet the feeling was trivial owing to the importance of their tasks.

      “The culling continues,” Ryl growled. “They were granted no rest, not even a shallow grave awaiting their fate. There were perhaps two hundred, maybe more. All butchered by men both mounted and on foot. There were none to tell their tale, yet their bodies left for the carrion birds and beasts spoke loudly enough.”

      Whether it was the putrid scent that still hung in the air or the description, Paasek wrinkled his nose. They had all borne witness to the destruction, the sheer carnage that had bathed Cadsae Proper in a coating of crimson. Even in the dredges of his mind, there was little he could imagine that could compare to the sights and smells. It infected every fiber of his body. More than a few brave souls who had chosen to assist in burying the dead of the city ended their own lives not long after their efforts ceased. The burden was far greater than some could handle. Ryl knew it would haunt him for the rest of his cycles.

      “We stop for nothing,” Ryl growled, twisting in his saddle to call back to the others. “The road from here to the city is level. We ride as fast as the wagon can bear. Be ready. They now murder with impunity. There will be none left to save unless we make haste.”

      The anger still burned in his veins. How many would fall to the blades of the remnants of a now defunct king? The death would spread from soldier to civilian as in the absence of the tributes they released their animosity against those whose sympathies didn’t align with theirs. The plight of the unawakened had been his priority from the first day the spark of hope had ignited the fire inside his mind. He had made them a promise. He would return for them; he would set them free. His task had evolved into something far greater than he could have imagined. The Ascertaining Decree had fallen. The kingdom was now under the rule of a young man who represented the future, the hope that lived within him. The Blessing of the King had been destroyed and with it the works of a millennium. Though he was unaware at the moment Vox cast the flame that incinerated the thousands of vials concealed in the subterranean chamber, with it burned much of the knowledge of the process. At the orders of Lord Kagran, the elders of the mender order had been encamped with the Blessing. They had dealt a blow to the entire process from testing to production. He was certain that some with the knowledge remained, though the widespread information and capabilities were likely disrupted.

      He knew that their actions, while the shock waves still reverberated, would prevent nothing long term. It would be a hard shift for the populace, who had followed blindly, accepting the vile way of life for centuries. Even were the phrenics to return in number, gone were the days of their merely peaceful existence. He lived as the fulcrum between the darkness and the light. This new age of phrenics, should they choose to return to the kingdom that had driven them out, would hold a tenuous position between advising and protection. They would be the antithesis to the hunters, defending any who were persecuted for the blood that flowed through their veins.

      Ryl shook off the thought of what might one day exist as the new reality. They had much to do first. A wall of stone stood between him and the ancient forest that burned in the distance. An army separated him from his friends, from the unawakened he’d sworn to protect. Their foes were entrenched, fighting for the survival of their greed and insatiable lust for power.

      They were ruthless. The situation had turned guards into hunters. Into executioners.

      Ryl winced as he ordered the Lei Guard onward. He steeled himself against the pain, against the pleading cry from the darkness that he knew would follow suit. As expected, the chill rolled through his body as the whispers of bloodshed swelled into a deafening roar. Sensing an opportunity, concealing itself within the animosity that burned through his veins, it clawed at his mind, striking out in a desperate attempt at regaining control.

      He was ready this time. Though his own anger, the shared animosity of he and the alexen raged through his veins, he was still in control. The screams quieted to a dull grumble before fading into obscurity, lost in the deep recesses of his mind.

      The Lei Guard surged forward at his command. The pace they set was brisk. He ordered them to stop for nothing. Any who stood in their way would either move, or they would be run down. He’d yet to afford them the autonomy of battle, yet he would not hold back if and when the time came. Sides had been drawn more clearly now than ever. The kingdom had shifted into a situation where differences in opinion were responded to by blade or bow. Ryl hoped that from the ashes of this calamity, a kingdom, like one of old, could yet be rebuilt.

      Ryl’s attention was focused as they surged forward, eating up mile after mile along the Kingsway. With every step of their thundering procession, the sky lightened. The once black firmament above shifted through hues of deep violet as the burning orb of the sun followed in their path. Details of the dead city of Cadsae Proper resolved and with it the mighty palisades that loomed over it. Still miles away, there were no clear signs that their presence had been noted, yet from the distance it was evident that the top of the wall teemed with life.

      The signs of struggle became less discreet the closer they moved to the city. Though they encountered no masses of bodies as he and Cavlin had discovered, butchered corpses, lying in the dirt and grasses along the sides of the road, became an all too frequent sight. In small groups or alone, they were grim markers of the taint that had festered for a millennium. The pristine wilds that stretched out from either side of the Kingsway were trampled, churned into a soggy mix of grass and mud.

      The sun had only just crested the horizon behind them as they reached the entrance to the now dead port city. Ryl slowed the column as they crossed onto the cobblestone track where the road split. It was here that he and Andr had taken the unpaved, ill-maintained northern track toward the East Ward. The mass of poorly constructed houses, packed atop each other with little regard for personal space, had been reduced to a charred rubble. Here and there, a few blackened structures remain upright. They served as memorials for the portion of the city that had been slaughtered well before the arrival of the Horde. The darkness that had propelled the actions was one and the same. They were murdered or burned alive as their homes were razed at the hands of man. The devastating remnants of Lord Maklan’s army.

      From the closest corner of the palisades, where the eastern wall met the southern border, a burst of light lit the sky. The signal fire, the warning from the guard tower, erupted into flame. Within moments, the answer resounded from the closest towers. Ryl and his companions hadn’t reached the towering ornamental gate to the city before signal fires dotted the length of the palisades.

      Ryl called the caravan to a halt at the entrance to the now desolate port city. The massive arch hanging tall over the once bustling thoroughfare stood as a silent sentinel before the lifeless city that stretched before them. The sun had yet to fully rise from behind the horizon to the east; the remaining buildings were bathed in the eerie predawn glow. Details were still sparse, yet the changes to the city were profound.

      He had found little time to explore or investigate the eastern half of the city after the retreat of the Horde. Their work had been all encompassing. The fires that had ravaged the East Ward had faltered as they reached the solid stone of the city closer to the water. A bizarre strip of nearly intact houses, less than a block deep, stood between the charred remnants of the city and the lapping waters of the Sea of Prosper.

      “It seems they know we’ve arrived,” Dav called from his position at the head of the wagon. A muted chuckle arose, surprisingly from the lips of Andr riding the perimeter just to the side of the wagon.

      Ryl shook his head, turning from the commotion of his companions in the middle of the column. From either side of the ornate wagon, the heads of Cray and Tash poked from within the curtains. Pater’s face ducked back inside as Ryl’s gaze fell on him.

      He turned his horse, cantering along the line until he reached the side of the gilded carriage. He saw the wide eyes of the child peering out from the shadows behind where Cray remained.

      “These are the only remains of a once vibrant and bustling city.” He spoke softly; his words carried a longing, a pain that stretched centuries. For his part, his original views of the city were through the narrow slats of the black carriage that had stolen him from his home. Battered and bruised, bleeding and broken, his pleading eyes had been met with toxicity. Jeers and blank faces glared into the cage carrying a child down the cobblestone street.

      “There is little left to be seen here, I’m afraid,” he continued. “I need you to stay in the carriage; stay with Cray, Tash and Palon. They’ll keep you safe.”

      He watched as Cray’s eyes widened at the statement before hardening with emotion. Ryl cut him off with a look.

      “There will be time to debate this later,” Ryl barked as the aggravation mounted. “We have miles to go before reaching the Erlyn. Your task is to stay with Pater. He needs your support now. At the moment, this is where I need your skills.”

      Cray held the intensity of his stare for a moment before withering under the heat of Ryl’s burning look. The look of stubborn determination was etched into the features of his face. Again, the resemblance to his father was uncanny.

      “Aye, Ryl,” Cray muttered as he nodded his head dejectedly. “We’ll remain here as you wish.”

      “Thank you, Cray,” he answered. “Pater, you must stay inside and follow their instructions without hesitation. There will be many out there who try to prevent our passage, but fear not, we’ll allow no harm to come to you.”

      “They should die for what they’ve done to my family.” The harsh sting of the words caught Ryl by surprise. He had spoken but little to the youth since they’d left Leremont. His tasks, his duty, and the battles that raged within his own body were a hindrance to polite conversation. He had no desire to further frighten the child who’d already experienced too much.

      “I understand your feelings, Pater. I truly do,” Ryl commiserated. “My family chose gold over my life. They survive to this day, yet they are as good as dead to me. All those who have been labeled tribute will understand your plight. You’ll be welcomed with open arms. There will be an atonement for those who stole your life, your family from you. Bloodshed is not the way; believe me, it will haunt you. I am beyond redemption at this point. Let me be your blade.”

      Ryl’s eyes met with the unawakened who rode in the relative safety of the carriage. There was a resolve that burned in their expressions, though a hint of uncertainty flavored their looks.

      “We will likely face the remainder of the king’s army.” His voice was calm and composed, yet he added a touch of emotion. The emphasis was concrete. “If the need arises, take the horses. You know the way to the forest. You needn’t worry about using the road; make for her border. Ask her for help, and she will assist.”

      Ryl wheeled his horse back toward the head of the column. The remainder of his companions awaited his arrival, their horses in crude ranks. Through the arched entrance to the city, there was nothing but still. Atop the walls, the activity that they’d noted earlier had increased substantially. Along the eastern and southern palisade, guards streamed toward the only entrance to their walled fortress.

      “Ironic, isn’t it,” Andr chimed in as Ryl joined the group. “They seek to keep out the ones they so fiercely prevented from leaving in the first place.”

      Ryl grinned at the mercenary as he addressed the group, ignoring the sarcastic barb.

      “There is but one avenue for ambush until we reach the main avenue leading to the gates,” he explained. “The sea will guard our left side; the Lei Guard will ride in pairs along the right. I want the rest of you to stay close to the carriage. Use the sturdy wood paneling as a shield against any assault. I doubt we’ll face a force of any measure until we reach the avenue. Even there they’d be foolish. The lessons of the battle against the Horde should not be overlooked. I have no doubt that we’ll encounter arrows launched from the protection of the shadows.”

      Ryl surveyed his companions before continuing. They all remained resolute atop their horses. The determination written across their faces was mirrored from one to the next.

      “Once we reach the avenue, the Lei Guard riding along our flanks will be sparse,” Ryl continued. “Use the spare troop horse as the rear guard. Should any be foolish enough to attack, they’ll have no easy access to our group. They’ll hold inside the entrance of the square.”

      “And when we get to the wall?” Paasek inquired.

      Ryl raised his hands, tugging the hood up over his head. He’d grown strangely accustomed to the sunlight that had warmed his face. Since not long after they’d departed Leremont, he’d experienced the uninhibited breath of the wind on his skin. As the hood covered his face in shadow, he was surprised by the comforting feeling that the touch of the cloth provided. The alexen churned in his veins as the cowl fell into place.

      With a wince, he commanded the black-cloaked warriors, who remained stationary at his command. The wedge of the Lei Guard remained at the vanguard; however, the left flank shifted across the formation, doubling the wall of blackened defense on their right side. The Kingsway ran the width of Cadsae Proper, from the entrance, through the center city, through the opulent Estates to the terminal garrison beyond. Along much of the eastern border of the city, the stone-lined thoroughfare was sandwiched between the gentle lapping waters of the sea and the charred remains of the stone to their north. Only in the final several hundred meters before the main northerly avenue did structures remain intact along both sides of the Kingsway.

      The heavy clop of horseshoes on the cobblestones echoed through the air as Ryl commanded the force forward. He scanned with his mindsight as he had done countless times over the miles. No signatures other than those expected among his party shone in his mindsight. There was less than a half a mile between the arched entrance to the now desolate city and the intersection with the avenue leading to the Pining Gate and The Stocks beyond.

      An awkward feeling of nostalgia rolled through his body. It seemed impossible that it had only been a matter of moons since he and his companions had last crossed this narrow strip of cobblestone. One indelible presence was missing from the party. Her absence was a weight that hung over him, adding to the heft of the responsibility and the constant pressure of the darkness that clawed from within.

      The dichotomy of the city was distracting. The sea to the south lapped quietly against the rocky shore that stretched out before the seawall. A gentle breeze brought with it the potent smell of brine. The first rays of the coming sun sparkled off the calm yet undulating waves that carried on over the horizon to the south. The sea was peaceful; no ships bobbed within view on its surface; no storms brewed in the sky above.

      A small, but ever widening strip of green separated the road from the sea. The land here, too small for habitations or shops, had been converted into a series of parks and gardens. The neat arrangements were trampled, crushed beneath the steps of thousands of feet as two armies had passed through within a matter of moons.

      Ryl carefully scanned the buildings that bordered the northern side of the road to their right. The structures here were among the few that remained standing within the city limits, though they weren’t spared the abuse of the battles that had raged through the city. They had remained untouched by the massacre of the Horde; the flames that devoured the East Ward had charred some. The scars of Maklan’s roving squads of murderers were visible throughout. The threat of the return of the beasts from the Outlands had driven those who lived here into the relative safety of The Stocks or other cities in the kingdom, further from the uncertainty of the Outlands.

      They were abandoned, an eerie strip of shops and residences. Small tables still sat empty outside the empty cafes. Neatly arranged wares still lined a few display windows, though most of those had been smashed and ravaged at the greedy hands of man.

      Ahead, as the intersection that would lead them to the Pining Gate and The Stocks beyond approached, the green space that bordered the water was converted to structures. Wide enough here to support building, it was the beginning of the most perilous stretch before reaching the walls beyond. With buildings still standing on both sides, it presented the perfect location for an ambush. Without a word, Ryl commanded the Lei Guard to resume their patrol of both flanks of their caravan.

      He let the tattoos invert further into the darkness as he issued the order. For a moment, the stinging agony of the transition was released. The pain lingered, yet the chill of the darkness was a balm to the pain. He felt the blood in his veins churn as the senses collided. The screams of the shadows clawed at him, though he was prepared for their assault. He silenced them with a command before adjusting the orders of the black-cloaked warriors.

      His mindsight snapped to view as the double line of Lei Guard to their right separated, shifting in coordinated order to their left flank. Ryl could see the emotion pulse off them as they passed wordlessly through the ranks of his companions. The black stain of the nexela and the darkened emotions pulsed out from each of their figures, covering the ground around them as if a great shadow were suspended over each of their heads.

      Ryl felt the icy chill as they repositioned themselves along the opposite flank. They obeyed his silent command, passing through the group as if they weren’t there. His companions paused in place, allowing the black-cloaked warriors to maneuver through their formation.

      The pulses of darkened emotions swelled from the Lei Guard. Though subdued, they presented an added influence for the others to clear a path. Ryl noted that the hands of his companions involuntarily shifted closer to their weapons. A spark ignited along Vox’s arm, creating a small glowing halo of light around the phrenic elementalist.

      They had travelled with the dreaded guard across half of the kingdom. Only once had they presented a risk to his companions. His loss of control had spelled the doom of another few dozen of the tributes he’d sworn to protect. Ryl couldn’t but pity the feared warriors. They’d been given few chances, little autonomy throughout the course of their tragic lives.

      Mere shells of what they had once been, he knew not what consciousness would survive after the Erlyn released them from her grasp. The group that they’d rescued from the facility in the shadow of the Martrion Ruins had yet to endure the conversion to the dreaded Lei Guard. Milked to nearly the last drop of alexen, their recovery had been sluggish, though their improvement was inspiring.

      Would those who languished for cycles under the control of the darkness retain any memories of who they had once been?

      He hoped they would have little recollection of the torturous life that they had been forced to endure.

      The column slowed as they approached the edges of the partially protected pathway. Ahead, the sea would offer them little succor from the machinations of greedy, violent humanity. Where the gap between the houses entered, the mighty Kingsway, the central pathway that stretched the kingdom, looked diminutive.

      The buildings on either side of the roadway were short, yet tightly packed together. Ryl had traversed the tight corridors between some of them as he’d scoured the city prior to disrupting the Harvest. None of the shops or habitations stretched above three stories high, yet their presence seemed to be smothering at the moment.

      The width of the Kingsway was substantial as its cobblestone surface bisected Cadsae Proper. Wagons could easily ride three abreast, yet ahead, the space had a claustrophobic appearance. Something felt off. The hairs on the back of Ryl’s neck stood as the alexen in his veins screamed warning.

      Paelec moved his horse to his side. His bow was in his hand, an arrow already nocked, ready to fire.

      “They knew we were coming,” the phrenic archer whispered. “If I was to set up an ambush, this would be as good a place as any.”

      “Aye, I will be more surprised if there aren’t any lurking in the shadows of the buildings,” Ryl responded. “Make sure the phrenics are ready. The Lei Guard will lead the way. Though the focus won’t be on us, it’ll be unsettling at best.”

      Paelec retreated to the middle of the column, centering himself between Vox at the head of the carriage and Ramm at the rear. Between them the bulk of their companions rode. Naked blades were in the hands of all. Only Millis and Lenu rode outside the phrenics, holding a tenuous control over the herd of horses that marched obediently in their wake.

      Ryl felt the wave of familiar emotion roll over his body as they reached the houses. The wind swelled around his right arm; the speed within his veins begged for release. He watched the buildings on either side, carefully assessing each closed doorway, eying every window with suspicion. His eyes were distracted by motion in the sky to the north.

      From the top of the palisade, a single flaming arrow traveled a glowing line across the darkened sky.
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      The silent city teemed with a life that was unexpected. From the intersection, the thunder of hooves echoed through the cramped confines of the remaining houses. The rooftops along either side of the Kingsway bristled with archers; the creak of the bows in unison was audible over the noise of the fast-approaching cavalry.

      The phrenics waited for no instruction to react. With only moments to prepare their shots, the archers fired their projectiles down onto the unprotected caravan, expecting to cause the most damage. They were wise enough to understand that they had little time to aim. Packed into close quarters as Ryl and his companions were, even the most indiscriminately aimed shot could cause serious damage.

      Ryl dipped into the speed in his veins as a fireball streamed over his head. Time ground to nearly a halt as the high-pitched whistle of the arrows surrounded them. The hiss of the flame crackled over their heads. The cloudy tail traced a wavering line through the sky, the ball of flame exploding just before it struck the edge of the first building. Arrows, newly in flight, were incinerated by the flame and heat, though far too many escaped the blast. The detonation tore a hole through the upper floor of the building. The chilling screams of men echoed through the air as they were ravaged by flame and heat. Deadly, jagged fragments of stone and wood battered any atop the building.

      The wind needed only a moment to swell around Ryl’s arm. As Vox’s fireball detonated, he released his assault at the buildings to the south. Archers had sprouted from the roofs of the closest three buildings. Perhaps twenty men stood atop each building; arrows whistled through the dawn as each had released their bolts. The sickening pit formed in his stomach as he realized that there was no way to stop them all.

      He screamed as the torrent of wind ripped through the sky. The blast of air was focused, intense, shattering many of the arrows in the initial flight. Archers atop the first buildings moved in slow motion, desperately trying to free a second volley. They had to have known their mission was hopeless. They were content to inflict as much damage as possible before their time was cut short.

      Like the detonation of Vox’s fireball, the knife of wind slashed through many of the incoming arrows. Similar to the flames, a number broke through Ryl’s initial counter. He had aimed his wind to do the greatest damage to both bolt and guard. Though all the archers atop the buildings felt the sting of the lance of air, it was the closest two who were spared little of the brunt. Men joined stone and mortar, screaming in surprise and agony as they were tossed mercilessly into the air. With one slash of his wind, Ryl had cleared the first building and much of the second.

      With no time to aim, many of the projectiles fired in the ambush were hopelessly aimed. They knew that in the tightly grouped formation nearly all would draw some blood. The rising morning sun had yet to burn off the last of the nighttime gloom, making dodging the bolts particularly troublesome. Screams, agonizing mixtures of man and something feral, rose from the front of their column as the Lei Guard were the first to feel the wrath of the arrows. Several of the black-cloaked warriors fell from their horses; others slumped forward, clutching at arrows that protruded from their bodies.

      Ryl understood his control over the warriors was firm, yet he himself struggled to hold back the urge to release them entirely. To seek complete, merciless vengeance on those who sought to harm them. The chill raced through his body as they released their emotional assault on the archers who harried them from above. They would be allowed but one shot.

      Ryl ducked, veering his horse to the left as he slid under the flight of the offending bolts. Arrowheads sparked as they bounded off the stone cobble of the road around him. Like the Lei Guard at their front, his companions to the rear weren’t spared the entirety of the offending bolts. Several yelps of pain echoed through the morning, horses whinnied in agony, yet he had little time to investigate.

      His and Vox’s initial efforts had decimated many of the arrows that had been aimed toward the rear of their column. The closest buildings on either side of the road were rendered useless; to the right the devastated face of the structure was alight with fire. Shrapnel had littered the second; only a few archers remained standing. Their feeble efforts to fire a second shot were stopped in their tracks as they doubled over under the devastating emotional assault of the Lei Guard.

      “Forward. Now,” Ryl boomed as the last of the initial volley fell from the sky.

      He gazed behind him long enough to confirm that all of his companions to his rear were still mounted. What condition they were in would be left to determine after they freed themselves from being pinned between the buildings. Their horses surged forward as one; the carriage groaned as it strained under the torque of the sudden forward motion.

      An archer grasped at an arrow that hammered into his chest, his body lurching forward, toppling over the wall, careening to the stone road as they moved past his perch. The hiss of a second whistled through the air as Paelec returned rapid volleys into their midst. A second fireball screamed across the sky, aimed again toward the north. The wind had swelled again around Ryl’s right arm, the force amplified as he reached behind his cloak, wrenching a single of the Leaves from its concealed sheath. The blade in his right hand erupted into flame as it cleared his clothing, bathing the area in a brilliant green glow. As the force of the wind crescendoed, he slashed at the buildings bordering the southern side of the street. Green flame ignited in the air as the blade of wind and fire seared through the sky.

      The gout of green flame and the condensed ball of fire reached their destinations moments apart. The vicious blade of burning air slashed into the archers along the tops of the southern buildings. Anywhere the superheated air met wood, the surface burst into flame. Scorched bodies of the archers who were closest to the blast were tossed helplessly from their perches. Their screams were drowned out by the thunderous crack that issued from the northern side of the road.

      A wave of scorching heat enveloped their group as Vox’s second charge detonated just above the peaks at the intersection of the next two buildings in line. The archers, focused on priming their next volley, had little time to contemplate the awful fate that awaited them. There was no time for them to flee. The closest to the blast were torn apart, incinerated by the tremendous heat. The force of the explosion tore a massive, fatal hole in each of the buildings. Ryl and his companions shielded their faces as the air filled with shrapnel of stone and wood. With a violent snapping of timbers, the fractured buildings collapsed into each other. The surprise assault from the northern flank imploded as the structures crushed those who had sought to wreak havoc in the tight quarters of the road. From the south, the failed attempt burned with green flames that shifted to a natural orange as they devoured any fuel source in their path.

      They had underestimated the phrenics.

      Generations of lies had bred the ignorant contempt that had doomed them this day.

      There was no time to stop. The caravan, battered and bruised by the arrows and fragments of wood and stone, had further to go. Ryl lost count of the bodies of the black-cloaked Lei Guard that lay motionless on the road’s surface.

      The damage the surprise assault had wrought among the Lei Guard was steep. At least a dozen had perished. How many more sported injuries? How many would never make it the final fifty miles to their salvation in the woods.

      The kingdom, misguided as it had been, had misjudged them again.

      The thunder of hooves that had rumbled in the distance resolved as the first of the riders rounded the corners of the intersection. Columns of horses and riders, heavily armed, poured from the north and south of the intersection. Meeting in the middle, they formed a solid wedge nearly six riders across as they barreled onto the Kingsway.

      The emotions that rolled through Ryl’s body were as disparate as they were potent. The awe and horror of the charging cavalry produced a visceral effect. He could feel the muscles in his core tighten as if he anticipated the blow to be only moments away. In the same respect, there was undeniable pity. The beasts bearing the ignorant, vengeful men had no clue what calamity they faced. The hateful cries of bloodlust rolled through the air as they bore down on their intended victims.

      Dodging arrows was the more dreaded proposition they had faced this morning.

      The cavalry would be slaughtered.

      Men and mounts screamed as they reared in protest to the Lei Guard’s assault. The black-cloaked warriors, their animosity stoked, barreled into the stymied charge with a merciless roar that sounded more feral than human. Echos of the howls that rolled across the doomed city during the night of the massacre rippled through his core.

      There was little Ryl could do to prevent the slaughter that was occurring meters before his body. He found that his sense of repulsion dulled as his horse easily vaulted over the corpse of a Lei Guard lying in a pool of black-stained blood on the cobblestone street. This would be no hard-fought, strategic battle, but a disaster of epic proportions.

      Horses and men fell in staggering numbers as the unstoppable wedge of the black-cloaked warriors tore into their midst. The heavy armor did more to slow their reactions than protect them as the blades of the black-cloaked warriors sought blood and justice.

      The crippling waves of emotion caused horses to rear and turn, unseating riders and creating crippling confusion among the lines.

      The archers, attacking in secret from the rooftops, had been foiled by the mythical skills of the phrenics. The cavalry was felled by the devastating force of the Lei Guard. They were the dreaded enforcers of the kingdom’s merciless justice for generations. Now the tainted shells of the tributes, ravaged and abused, milked for every drop of their given powers, used the implanted strength to devastate the forces they’d fought for cycles to defend.

      Their revenge. Their justice was long overdue.

      The progress of the Lei Guard slowed after they made contact with the incoming cavalry. Numbers amounted for little in the close confines of the Kingsway. The force of the kingdom, far greater than their own, had sought an easy, shocking victory. One final push to end the upstart rebellion that had altered more than they could have ever expected. Once again, they were finding they had grossly underestimated their foes.

      With every spray of blood that spurted from the wounds caused by the Lei Guard, Ryl felt the darkness within his body churn with excitement. Their swords dripped with blood. The screams that roared through his body were quickly becoming deafening, responding to the bloodlust of the black-cloaked warriors. As their furor grew, so too did their anger. They wouldn’t stop until all were dead. This would be a massacre of epic proportions.

      Already the rear contingents of the incoming cavalry had turned, the guards helpless against the paralyzing fear, yet the horses reacted of their own volition. They bucked and reared, altering their courses, fleeing with or without their riders to the west or to the south. The Lei Guard had nearly carved their way through the column of the cavalry. Though they’d slowed further, their progress was stymied more by the street choked with bodies than the ferocity of the fighting.

      Ryl screamed the command to abandon the pursuit as the first of the black-cloaked warriors punched through the rear of their line. He guessed that nearly one thousand had ridden against them. Hundreds galloped in a state of frenzied panic, seeking their freedom from the vengeful demons who cut them down with impunity. There was little tangible response to his initial order.

      The response he did receive hit him with a fury that was entirely unexpected. A collective rebellion of emotions hammered into him. The weight of the sensations was intense; he felt it constrict around him; he struggled to breathe as it choked the air from his lungs. The bloodlust, the thirst for retribution were overwhelming. The darkness inside renewed its desperate quest for control, clawing at his mind as it sought ingress wherever it could. The alexen, though prepared, were fighting a losing battle on two fronts. The emotions raged from within and without as they again vied for control, this time under the pretext of the emotional extremes of battle.

      There was little left for Ryl to do. He felt his control slipping away. In the moment of panic, he had given the dark forces the chance to seek control of him once again. There would be no hovering between the agonizing extremes at this point. He dreaded completing the inversion of the tattoo, yet there was little choice. Every moment he delayed, horses and men fell in droves. None opposed them now. Those remaining with the fortitude to respond to the emotional assault fled in terror. The others merely begged for their lives.

      Their pleas were ignored.

      Ryl stretched out his left arm, watching as the tattoo of the stained sun rolled with agitation. The black streaks shifted within as the mass of darkness that surrounded it pressed inward. The throbbing had maintained its steady persistence, though he was strangely accustomed to it at this point. So focused on the battle that swelled around them, he hadn’t noted the glow that radiated around the extremity. There was a solution to the issue, yet this was neither the time nor the place for the answer. He couldn’t render himself, the hundreds of Lei Guard who rampaged around him immobile.

      His companions couldn’t bear the burden of carrying them all to the Erlyn.

      There was too much at stake now to turn back. The alexen in his veins begged for caution as they fought back against the renewed assault of the darkness. He could feel the heat of the inferno that burned within ebb and flow as they gained and gave up ground. A solitary voice, little more than a whisper, peeked through the deafening, confusing mix of emotions within. It was disparate in comparison to the heated conflict that raged within. It was a familiar tune. Melodic and calming. Hopeful. It whispered understanding and trust.

      Ryl recognized the voice.

      He steeled himself for what was to follow.

      His teeth gritted as he forced the transition of the tattoos on his arm. The agony tore through his body as the skin twisted. His left arm tensed, shifted protectively across his body; his hand clenched onto his right bicep, squeezing in response to the pain. The reaction was electric.

      As his grip closed over the imprint of Kaep’s hand, the ripples of electricity, the undeniable energy, coursed through his body. The sensation was painfully nostalgic. As unexpected as it was the first time in the streets of Vim, it caught him off guard.

      The energizing bolts that had coursed through his body at the touch of her skin had startled him. Ryl had his suspicions, yet only confirmed that she too had felt the reaction days before they were separated for the final time. In that time, there were no opportunities to properly contemplate the meaning.

      Not until the very end did it become startlingly clear. The resolution was shocking. The alexen had provided a means to their salvation.

      The jagged ripples of energy that washed through his body cleared the fog of doubt that had crept into his consciousness as he transitioned to the darkness. The focus that coursed through his veins was all encompassing. It crackled in the air that surrounded him. With a growl he issued the command that silenced the rampaging darkness inside and without.

      With a whimper of submission, the screams that rattled through him fell silent. His ears rang from the internal volume. Outside, the clash of steel on flesh raged on. The wails of men and the pained whinnying of horses melded with the rumble of hooves as they hammered into the cobblestone. To the rear of their column, the crackling and popping sounds of wood as it was devoured by flames rolled in the background.

      There was only a moment of hesitation. In that instant, though his command had been absolute, the hint of doubt crept into his mind. He could feel the chill that coated his body muffling the sensation of the alexen roaring through his veins. Though the voices inside him had silenced, he could still feel the wild projections of the black-cloaked demons who slaughtered without remorse.

      Ryl squeezed his fist tighter over his arm, screaming aloud as he issued the command again. The voice that roared from his lips was disturbing. The feral notes mingled with his own voice, forming a haunting melody of discord. As one, the Lei Guard hesitated, slowing their horses to a measured walk. Within moments, they had reformed the wedge of bodies that had protected the front of the caravan. As if nothing had happened, those in the second line shifted to the sides to fill in for those who had been lost to the flight of arrows. Those with mild injuries tended to themselves within the relative protection of the interior of their ranks. Both horses and soldiers displayed the telltale signs of injury from the flight of arrows.

      He doubted that many showed damage from the blades of the cavalry that charged them. Their emotional assault had been devastating. The arrows had failed to cause nearly as much mayhem among the ranks as intended. The charging cavalry had hoped to run their foe down, relying heavily on their superior numbers in the confined space of the Kingsway. Instead, they’d faced a force that was anything but demoralized.

      The anger, animosity and thirst for blood and retribution among the Lei Guard had swelled tenfold. Their numbers amounted to nothing more than mass confusion among the ranks of the incoming charge. Men and horses were cut down in droves as their attacks bottled up in the cramped street.

      “Let them go,” Ryl ordered as he slowed behind the reconstituted wall of black cloaks. Soldiers and horses fled before them, moving as fast as their conditions would carry them to the south toward the port, or the west, deeper into the charred remnants of the once great city. Their bodies pulsed with emotion. He could see the fear that rippled from their cores. None escaped up the main avenue to the north. They ran for their lives, yet they understood the trajectory of the small yet devastating force that had cleaved through them with little effort.

      None had any desire to be caught between the death that followed them and the immovable walls of the palisades. They were wise enough to know that the gates would never be opened willingly.

      Wise enough to know that the newcomers would stop at nothing to pass.

      Ryl took a moment to observe his surroundings. The streets again were bathed in a coating of crimson. Bodies of men and horses littered the edges of the track, pushed to the sides by the unstoppable wedge of death that had plowed into their ranks. The crackle of the fires that burned now on either side of the road were audible in the background. There was little of the city that had been spared from the fires of war that had ravaged the East Ward and the pyre that had consumed the remainder of the city. The small slivers of relatively unscathed buildings would now join a somber fellowship with the crumbling remains of the rest of Cadsae Proper.

      The thunder of hooves on the roadway slowed as it reached Ryl’s side. He understood the signatures that approached. Paasek rode a few meters off his left, Vox to his right. Ramm followed the pair though he lingered to their rear. He could feel the sting of their penetrating glares as they reared their horses to a stop along either side. Though he kept his vision straight ahead, he could see the great sword securely in Paasek’s grip. Flames rolled along Vox’s arm.

      “I’m alright,” Ryl groaned as he understood the nonverbal questioning. He, like the Lei Guard, was becoming a liability. He released his grasp on his right arm, flexing his fist as he pumped his fingers together to restore the circulation. A thick layer of woodskin had formed inadvertently over his right arm; the rough texture faded into his fleshy norm as he released the pressure of his viselike grip. The energetic, cleansing sensation that had come from the contact with the demure tattoo of Kaep’s hand on his arm lingered. A crackling of energy that rumbled through his veins.

      The darkness that coated his left arm, covering his hand nearly to the knuckles, painted the world in an unrealistic haze. Emotions of fear and dread were potent, pulsing from the bodies of those who fled before them, yet the true understanding, or sense of the forces at play, or the impact seemed to be clouded in shadow. It took him a moment of intense concentration to bring his attention to his companions.

      The panic as he realized the truth of the situation was real, yet he found his body reacted little to the drastic response from within.

      “Are any injured?” he quizzed. The voice that issued from his lips was distant, yet his emotions were sincere. His companions would forgive him. For the moment, he held the Lei Guard and the darkness within at bay. Blood coated the streets, still dripping in staccato rhythms from the naked blades in the hands of the black-cloaked warriors. He refused to release his control just yet. The temptation to fight was still too great.

      Paasek squinted his eyes as he peered into the darkness of Ryl’s hood.

      “Remove your hood and see for yourself,” he replied. The words were spoken with a steely tone. Ryl felt the harshness as it bit into him. He felt the irritation bubble up in his core, though he knew the reaction of the phrenic was just.

      With a sigh, he removed the hood from his head before turning to meet the eyes of his companion at his side. There was a notable sigh of relief as their gazes met. Paasek nodded his head as Ryl broke their eye contact.

      His fears swelled as he continued his vision to the rear of their column. The carriage had rumbled to a stop as the remains of the column had paused. At the moment, they feared little from the fleeing troops, their attention turning to the wounded among their group. Several on horseback were grouped around the protected side of the carriage, feverishly tending to those at their interior. The door of the carriage was ajar; Tash leaned out, assisting with the closest to him. The wagon was peppered with arrows.

      “It’s a miracle none were more seriously wounded,” Ramm groaned from where he had stopped between Ryl and the remainder of their group. He felt himself inhale a deep breath, letting the relief flow from him, though the cloud of apathy remained settled within.

      As part of the same squad, Ryl had trained daily with Ramm, Vox, Kaep and Deyalou since before his awakening. All phrenics shared a bond that defied convention, yet the understanding of each other’s emotions and actions between those joined together in the small team was beyond unexplainable. Ramm continued without preamble.

      “Andr, Dav and Lenu sustained injuries,” the massive phrenic continued. “Were it not for the wind and flame, we’d have fared far worse. Far less of the assault reached our number than did the forward ranks. Lenu’s wound to the abdomen is the most concerning, though it seems to have avoided anything fatal. She’ll require a mender before long.”

      “See that she remains in the wagon from now on,” Ryl responded. “How are the others?”

      Ramm’s face flashed with a momentary glare, yet the darkened expression faded as quickly as it had come.

      “Flesh wounds,” he responded. “They are tending to them now. We’ll be ready to move momentarily. The Lei Guard who fell are …”

      “Dead,” Ryl interrupted. “Those who fell will never rise. Their eternal misery is at an end, though not in a manner befitting their lives.”

      Ramm lowered his head for a moment at the comment. Ryl’s focus remained locked on the rapid tending that was occurring alongside the wagon. As he watched, Lenu’s blood-soaked body was hoisted into the open door of the carriage. Her face was pale. Her body from her torso down to her legs was covered in a sheen of crimson.

      There was something peculiar about the sudden deaths of the feared warriors. As it was with the rout of the army on the Kingsway, any who sustained severe wounds had perished. The feared warriors seemed far more fragile than they appeared. They were imbued with strength and power beyond natural means, yet when faced with grave injuries, their death was certain. His eyes stopped as they traveled over every still form. Cloaked in black fabric, they lay unmoving on the cobblestone street.

      His anger grew at the sight of every additional body. The haze that flowed with his transition thickened as the emotion within him swelled. He was quick to note the change, though for a moment, he struggled to control the sensations. The alexen within reacted in suit, churning in agitation as it mourned the deaths of those he’d returned so close to salvation. They knew the origin of the lives that had been lost. The tragic path they had been forced upon was out of their control. Since their testing, the lives, the options that they had been offered were stolen from them.

      He had failed them.

      “I counted nearly thirty,” Vox intoned. Try as he might, the phrenic elementalist could do little to disguise the emotion in his voice. Ryl felt the anger that pulsed from him.

      “There is nothing more we can do for them,” Ryl grumbled. “I have failed them. Once through the gate, there will be little opportunity for whatever forces lie ahead of us to ambush us at such close quarters.”

      Paasek shifted his horse closer to Ryl’s, coming within reach. The heavy weight of the phrenic’s stony arm depressed his shoulder, though it radiated with a tingling feeling of calm. He could feel the application of the emotion, yet the effect was limited to the space immediately under his hand. The calming warmth condensed there, failing to penetrate the chill further from its source.

      “You have failed no one, my friend,” the phrenic elder commented. “You’ve given them a chance. An option to free them from the torture than has bound them to the control of others for cycles. Battles will always have losses. Your only hope is to minimize them. What’s done is done. They are under control now; release the darkness.”

      Ryl peered into the eyes of his phrenic companion, finding only truth swirling within their depths. He understood the statement, the cruel facts of the matter, yet he struggled to accept the logic. Death had worn him down. His body was torn now between the unnatural thirst for bloodshed and the overwhelming desire for peace. The proximity to the combined strength of the nexela in the Lei Guard was a physical pain to which he had no recourse.

      Either his arm throbbed with the constant pain of the alexen as it sought to absorb the taint, or his skin screamed in agony as it shifted him closer into darkness. Closer into uncontrolled rage and madness.

      “I can’t, Paasek. Not yet,” Ryl snapped. He regretted the forcefulness of his voice immediately, yet the emotion failed to register across his face. For his part, the phrenic showed no external response to the harshness of his voice. “Once we’ve cleared the Pining Gate and the city within. I fear what we’ll encounter before the wall. When we last left, Cadsae teemed with the survivors of the devastated city. I can ill afford to lose control of the Lei Guard now. The death of guards in battle is one thing; the senseless massacre of civilians is another. One I cannot bear.”

      Paasek released his hold, slowly backing his horse away, though his eyes remained locked onto Ryl.

      “We’ll follow your lead, Ryl.” He nodded as he spoke. “If you lose control …”

      “Then do what you must,” Ryl growled.
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      The rumble of hooves and the cries of men faded into the distance as Ryl and his companions resumed their march through the streets of Cadsae Proper. Thankfully, the injuries sustained in the ambush were relatively mild. There was concern over Lenu’s condition, as the bolt had bit deep into her abdomen. If not treated properly, and soon, they feared the worst. The stoic head of the Vigil had demanded that she be allowed to carry on, that her blade would be needed still, yet Ryl wasn’t alone in denying her pleas.

      It was only moments before their column reached the intersection with the main avenue leading to the Pining Gate. Though he’d witnessed the view of the surrounding city numerous times, it was still a shocking sight. He gasped aloud at the sheer scope of the destruction that had ravaged the city. What remained of the once bustling port town had been reduced to charred blackened remains. Stone chimneys loomed like solitary obelisks, watching over the ruins of their homes. The air was heavy with the stale smell of smoke. The hints of the putrid odors of rot and death still clung to the wreckage. A painful reminder of the lives that had been lost at the cost of greed and power.

      The emotions rolled through his body, yet his physical reactions were subdued. He felt the sting of the horrors ripple through him, yet there was a disconnect between the sensations, the revulsion, the animosity and his outward response. Ryl’s mind reeled while his body felt cold, detached from the reality of the circumstances.

      As they turned north toward the Pining Gate, his first detailed sight of the palisades came into view. The peak of the wall bristled with activity. He and his companions had ridden in disguise before they had disrupted the Harvest. The images of that moment flashed into his mind. In that moment, the avenue had been lined with color; signs of revelry had abounded. Cheering civilians had lined the edges of the cobblestone road. Now, only charred debris took the place of humanity. Corpses, tens of thousands of Horde, had replaced the celebrating citizens. A wave of anger, dark and chilling, surged through his body.

      Ahead, guards lined the walkway atop the towering stone wall stretching outward from the gates for nearly one hundred meters in each direction. Even from a distance, he could see the outlines of bows in many of their hands. The entirety of the sun had risen above the eastern horizon, lighting the metal of arrowheads. Glints of light flashed from the thousands of metallic tips aimed ominously in their direction. The reach of the deadly projectiles would likely stretch farther than the devastating, paralyzing emotional effects of the Lei Guard’s charge. He knew that they would charge forward nonetheless. They would not hesitate in their advance. Too many would die. Ryl closed his eyes for a moment as he issued the silent order.

      A few hundred meters before the wall, the forward wedge of Lei Guard stopped, halting the remainder of the column behind. The progression ground to a halt just south of the opening of the square at the base of the gates. The phrenics were the first to join him, followed by Andr and Cavlin.

      “We will not be able to prevent all the arrows from reaching their intended targets,” Vox groaned.

      Ryl surveyed the wall ahead of them. The commotion that had rolled across its peak had settled into an ominous still. He could feel the tension. The nervousness and the anxiety that rippled from across their line. Though they stood atop the mighty palisades, the impenetrable wall of The Stocks, fear ran rampant among the ranks. His eyes locked on a sight that chilled his icy body further. Several bodies hung from the wall, suspended by the ropes tied around their necks. They twisted slowly, pushed by the gentle breezes that circled from the sea.

      “Aye, we will not,” Ryl admitted. The effective range of the arrows would reach well into the cramped confines of the narrow avenue. Even with the consolidation of the flights and the destructive powers of their elemental skills, the damage would be considerable.

      “We’re too large a force to protect as a whole,” he continued. “In smaller numbers, with the aid of speed and elements, we can render their arrows useless. Let them waste what resources they will. Vox, Ramm, Paasek, with me. Either they will move and let us pass, or we will move them.”

      Ryl stalked forward without waiting for a response. The lines of the Lei Guard who protected their forward ranks split in the middle as he approached. The black-cloaked soldiers faced inward, standing rigid, though their swords, still bared, were angled down toward the ground. None had cleaned the blades; each still glistened with patches of crimson.

      He could feel their eyes watching him as he marched through their ranks. The sensation was disconcerting at best. Walking through the line of blades was a perilous proposition, though he showed no fear in the face of their presence. In his position, the sway over the Lei Guard was absolute. He doubted that his companions would have experienced the same level of security, though he knew they trusted him implicitly.

      His senses fired as he moved through their ranks. The darkened emotions of dread and hatred oozed from their bodies; the stone around their feet seemed to carry the stain of their feelings. Though none exuded the force he knew they were capable of producing, he still expressed a sigh of relief the moment he cleared the last of their ranks.

      The ascent up the shallow incline of the road was trivial. Much of the debris from the collapsed buildings had been cleared, though a small berm remained just outside the entrance to the square. Ryl walked a few paces in front of the phrenics at his rear; he let the wind swell around his right arm as he moved steadily onward.

      His eyes scanned the figures assembled along the peak of the southern palisade. All attention on the wall was focused on his approach. Ryl could feel the weight of the judgment as it was leveled on him and the phrenics who walked at his back. They had reached the center of the rubble that remained when the call resounded from the wall at their front.

      “Loose.” The excited cry sounded from the lips of a solitary man among the forwarded ranks of the soldiers atop the wall. The high-pitched notes of the arrows swelled into a single chorus as the hundreds of bolts streamed into the sky. The intentions of the soldiers atop the wall were perfectly clear as they released their arrows en masse.

      There was little time for consideration. But a precious few moments to contemplate the plight of what was to come. Ryl growled, a mixture of human frustration mixed with the feral rage that now dwelled within his being. The wind that had swelled around his arm whipped around his body, intensifying into a cyclone as the pressure built up in his arm. He felt the release from the phrenic following a few paces behind as he dipped into the speed that flowed in his veins.

      None of the deadly projectiles would survive to do harm to him or his companions.

      With a violent slash of his arm, Ryl released the torrent of wind that had swelled around him. The arc of air knifed through the sky toward the flight of arrows. A crackling ball of flame sizzled as it followed, only meters in its wake. The bolts, meant to rain certain death upon him and his companions, shattered in the face of the wind that scythed through their group. The sharp cracking sound of the wooden shafts snapping under the pressure overpowered the deadly chorus that sang in the air.

      Vox’s fireball exploded a moment after the wind. With the speed in his control, he watched as the doomed flight was incinerated as the greedy heat and flame made no exceptions. The shattered remains were turned to ash. A blast of superheated air washed over him, yet the chill from the darkness inside still persisted.

      The world rushed around Ryl as he released his hold over the speed that flowed in his veins. Time snapped back to normal as he turned his head, protecting his face in the crook of his elbow. The clink of arrowheads on the ground sounded like the patter of metallic rain. Several of the bolts bounced off him and his companions, yet caused none of their intended damage.

      As the last of the harmless chunks of metal fell to the stone around them, Ryl returned his vision to the wall at his front. He had stood in the presence of the palisades’ walls countless times over the cycles that had passed. His imprisonment seemed so distant, almost a lifetime ago, yet had only ended a little over a cycle in the past.

      At first, the walls were a mysterious, imposing force. Like the ramparts of a mighty castle, they had loomed out of the night as he, a terrified, broken child, was deposited in their shadow. They had grown steadily into a hated symbol of the world that kept him and the others like him enslaved.

      With his awakening to the powers that lurked inside him, his perception again shifted. No longer were the watchful eyes as potent. The fractures in the stone were apparent; the cracks in the mortar couldn’t be ignored. When he returned, he saw them for what they truly were.

      An aging facade of a kingdom whose time had passed.

      His anger swelled as he viewed the drab stone wall that stood before him now. The massive wooden panels of the Pining Gate had been closed, secured to hold back the might of whatever might seek egress into their stronghold. Suspended from above the opening of the doors were a handful of bodies, a heavy noose tied around each of their necks. The ever-present, swirling wind from the sea had calmed, though the bodies rotated gently, lingering motions from the last breath of wind. The muffled creak of the ropes as they twisted echoed over the square.

      His breath caught as he recognized a pair of bodies suspended lifeless above the doors.

      Breila.

      Ekard.

      The madam of the East Ward, the diametric character who had peddled in flesh and in secrets, yet to whom he owed his life and that of his friends, was dead.

      She and Lord Eligar’s friend had paid the ultimate price for their loyalty to the cause of virtue. The sight of their bloated, tortured bodies turned his stomach. He would see their deaths avenged.

      Ryl stalked forward; the ominous thump of his heavy footsteps thundered across the clearing. It was through sheer will that he stifled the urge to raze the walls by himself.

      No wooden door, no wall of stone would hold him back from revenge. The darkness in him constricted, sending an icy chill through his body. Ripples of animosity trickled from the Lei Guard at his rear as they responded to the aggression that raged through his body.

      He stopped a few steps ahead of his companions. This was not his battle alone. There would be time for vengeance.

      “By whose order were those individuals tried and hanged?” His voice was little more than a growl, but the force rumbled clear through all those watching atop the wall. Several backed a step away from his malevolence. The creak of bowstrings sounded again along the peak of the palisades as the archers drew back in preparation for another volley.

      Ryl grinned.

      “I’ll only ask once more.” Ryl’s voice rose and with it the animosity that colored each and every syllable. The words thundered from his lips as he scanned the soldiers aligned atop the wall. A few he recognized, soldiers who had pledged their allegiance to the cause after the fall of Cadsae Proper to the ravages of the Horde. Most were strangers to him, yet the emotions written across their faces were common.

      It was the same hatred. The same disgust that he’d grown accustomed to as a child.

      “By whose order were they hanged?” His hands moved sluggishly, though purposefully behind his back. He felt the surge of strength as his fingers closed around the wooden handles of the Leaves. He wrenched the blades from their sleeves, yet he left them dormant.

      There was a commotion atop the wall as a soldier pushed through to the front through the lines of guards. He was of average build and stature, an unremarkable man with the exception of his demeanor. His uniform was clean and neatly pressed. Even from a distance, Ryl could see his skin was free from scar, though the ravages of age had been kind. There was a definitive air of superiority oozing from his body. A pair of guards, one on either side, shuffled forward with him. The one to his right walked with a curious limp.

      A look of disdain was written across the official’s face. He’d seen it before; the guise reminded him of the late Lord Maklan. The man, very likely merely the implant of some noble, had likely never truly handled a sword, though he’d been responsible for the deaths of countless individuals. His words were his blades. His diplomacy his arrows. He struck from afar, forcing others to bloody their hands in the process.

      The air of haughtiness was expected. There seemed to be nothing unique about the less than imposing figure. After the cursory evaluation, Ryl’s attention was focused elsewhere. To his right, the soldier with the pronounced limp was of interest. In appearance, the man was nondescript. He could have been an amalgamation of any guard under the banner of any house. To the naked eye, his appearance was benign, yet there was something more hidden behind his average appearance.

      His limp seemed the product of a recent injury. The red outlines of fresh scrapes and welts dotted his face. There was no doubt this one had blood on his hands. There was something more, something far more sinister hidden beneath his appearance. A hint of darkness, faint though undeniable, pulsed from him with every beat of his heart.

      Ryl recognized the sign. He understood the meaning.

      Whether it was Leiroth, the late king or Lord Kagran, the heirs to the power of Damaris had rewarded his faithful subjects well. They had prepared their hunters, their assassins. They had tempted them with a prize that few could refuse.

      The taint of the nexela was obvious.

      The Blessing of the King.

      “They were traitors to the kingdom and as such have been found guilty.” The arrogance dripped from his every word, though Ryl could feel the fear that swelled within his body. “The sentence, as it will be for you, is death. The bastard child you left atop the throne will be dead within days, if he isn’t already. His head will join yours on pikes as a warning to all.”

      Ryl squeezed his hands around the blades, letting his frustration vent through his fists. The anger that boiled in him was nearly unbearable. There was too much effort required holding back the deadly urges that roared from within. With every breath, he gave serious consideration to slipping into the darkness that demanded bloodshed.

      Vengeance would be swift and merciless.

      The Leaves in his hands exploded to life. Green flames burned off the serrated, translucent blades, rippling the air with the scorching heat.

      “Your blades will do you no good where you stand. They deserved death, though the one they received was far too kind,” the incensed noble shrieked. He shoved his hand outward, leveling a bony finger at the corpses of Breila and Ekard. “Your deaths will not be so swift. You will feel—”

      His words were cut short by the screaming of an arrow that streamed past Ryl’s ear. The bolt crossed the distance in a flash, burying itself into his chest. He slapped at the offending bolt, his wild rantings reduced to nothing more than a sickening gurgle. His body wobbled as life drained from his body. With a sudden lurch, his body toppled forward. He was likely dead by the time his corpse crashed to the ground with a sickening crunch.

      Ryl whipped his head to the side, eager to judge the archer who fired the deadly shot. His surprise was short-lived as he watched Andr stalk forward. Another arrow was nearly in place, ready to avenge the death of his friend. The mercenary’s chest rose and fell as he sucked in one dramatic breath after the other. His body radiated a hatred that he understood all too well. His eyes narrowed as he calculated the next among the walls to face the wrath of his arrows.

      Paelec, his bow unlimbered, an arrow nocked in preparation, slid up to Andr’s opposite side.

      “Stay your arrows, friend,” Andr growled. The animosity that flavored every syllable was chilling. “Any who harmed her will die by my hands, and mine alone.”

      Ryl sent a focused, disarming wave of calm over the phrenic archer. He understood the emotion that coursed through his friend’s body. Though the connection between him and the mysterious madam had been never fully divulged, there was a connection between the pair that was undeniable. Her past was checkered, as was his. The path she walked might not have always strayed on the side of morality, yet her kindness was undeniable. Underneath the hardened facade, she was compassionate, though her cunning was not something to be underestimated.

      Paelec nodded. His bow creaked as he released the tension in the string, though the arrow remained ready to fire.

      “Who commands these troops now?” Ryl boomed. His voice echoed across the square. In the absence of their commander, the troops failed to summon a response, though few removed their eyes from their targets or released the tension on their weapons. The blackness that darkened the periphery of his vision condensed. His focus was intent, locked onto the nondescript guard with the anything but natural darkness that oozed from his body. He took an ominous step forward.

      “Kill them.” The call was issued from the lips of the guard in question. Ryl watched as the rolling anger, the darkness inside his body swelled, churning with the need for bloodshed. He radiated a ring of inky blackness that stained the drab stones of the massive wall around him. Again, a flight of arrows darkened the sky, screaming as they raced toward where Ryl and his companions stood.

      Ryl growled with impatience as he and Vox laid waste to the projectiles. The second deadly flight was launched with much less enthusiasm than the first, as the folly of the act had been made crystal clear. Once again, the remnants of arrowheads rained down, sparking as they skipped across the stones of the square.

      “Prepare yourselves, my friends,” he whispered over his shoulder.

      The wave of prepared calmness had already washed over his body as he wheeled back upon the wall that separated them from The Stocks.

      “Enough,” Ryl boomed over the square, kicking a twisted metallic chunk that was once an arrowhead. He gritted his teeth as he issued the command to the Lei Guard, who had remained motionless at the entrance to the square. With his command, a small contingent broke from the pack. He felt the wind of their passage as they rushed past his position. The chill of their darkened emotions covered the ground like a shadow.

      Once beyond him and his companions, the black-cloaked warriors spread out, forming an even line across the square. Though the sun, still low in the sky to their right, cast long shadows over the area, Ryl watched the stain of their emotional assault as it coated the ground with an aura of black. His senses felt off, foul compared to his norm. The crisp clarity he had experienced after his awakening was muddled and diffused. The lingering stench of death and odors of the Horde whose corpses had littered the ground was disturbingly appealing.

      All along the peak of the wall, the guards buckled under the unseen force of the attack. Bows fell to the stone as many in the forward ranks were hobbled by the assault. Of all standing atop the wall, one stood tall. The wicked smirk pulled up on his lips as the darkness around him rippled with agitation. Ryl could see the lines of black sluggishly pull upward from under the collar of his shirt. The emotional assault of the Lei Guard, while it crippled the soldiers who stood beside him, seemed to spark the innate cunning and challenge within the taint of his blood.

      The fire of understanding blossomed in the nameless guard’s eyes. Ryl watched as the greed gave way to the darkness feeding off his emotions, consuming his body from within.

      Ryl understood at least a piece of the turmoil that raged in the man’s body. The whispers of darkness had nearly wrested complete control of his own body. It had proved a formidable foe even beyond the powers of the alexen. They had used his own emotions against him, applying enough pressure to form cracks in his defenses. The results, while deadly, could have been catastrophic.

      It was evident that the man standing atop the wall before him had already lost the struggle with the darkness that lived within his core. Every man, every woman has a breaking point. A point beyond which normal considerations are abandoned. Whether he lacked the willpower or he had embraced the disorder and bloodshed was uncertain, yet Ryl expected he knew the truth.

      This man was in all likelihood nothing more than the next generation of hunters. None he had encountered before had issued any hints of the taint of the nexela. Through some twist of fate, this man had been granted a boon, an elixir that would in the end be his downfall.

      Greed. Power. Control.

      His inner desires radiated from his body, pulsing outward with every beat of his heart. Much like the feral beasts of the Horde, the darkness respected one thing alone.

      Sheer power.

      His beady eyes hardened as they locked onto his.

      In Ryl was a chance for him to control much more than the archers atop the wall. A force greater than the men-at-arms who likely waited beyond the safety of the gates.

      The hunter’s lips curled into a giddy snarl as he pointed the blade of a sword at Ryl.

      Ryl shrugged his shoulders. The challenge was met and accepted.
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      Le’Dral slumped down against the tree that bordered the edge of the pathway. The chill of the cool, rough bark against his back radiated through his clothes dampened by sweat. He was exhausted, though for a moment, they had bought a measure of peace. He let his head slump, finding respite in the palms of both of his hands.

      For a moment he closed his eyes as he rubbed his hands over his face, gently massaging his temples with the pressure of his touch. He worked to slow his rapid breathing as his body struggled to recuperate from the exhaustion. Sucking in a deep breath, he held the air in his lungs as long as he could stand the pressure. Until his chest burned with the strain. The aromas that filled his nose told the story of the last several days.

      The heady, earthy scent of the Erlyn was overpowering. It surrounded him. The aroma was everywhere. He was covered in a layer of dirt and grime from days spent struggling through her midst. The uncarpeted dirt floor had been his bed, either his pack or the soil a pillow to lay his weary head on.

      Smoke had stained his skin with a fine layer of soot. He smelled the acrid notes in the air. It had permeated his clothing, every motion seemingly unlocking another wave of the odor. Fires had raged among the outskirts of the trees for days. The Erlyn suffered; he could feel it. As bizarre as the statement sounded, he’d come to understand the unexpected, sentient nature of the woods.

      The metallic tang of blood was undeniable. No matter how many times he scrubbed his hands or washed his face in the icy waters of the river, the hint remained. Since they had fled Cadsae, some five days earlier, every moment seemed to be defined by bloodshed. The blades in his hands had drained the lifeblood of more men than he could count. Moments later, they had applied pressure to hopeless wounds. He could still feel the hot pulsing of blood as it bubbled between his fingers. In most cases, the life behind the wounds slipped away with every spurt of the red liquid.

      He’d lost count of how many had died.

      He’d lost count of how many they’d killed.

      For days, the forces of the unsettled kingdom had trailed them. With every passing hour more perished. Grey-cloaked soldiers from the hidden city of Vim spilled their lifeblood alongside the rebels of the Cadsae Proper Guard. The soldiers of the now disgraced House Eligar died with civilians who fled, seeking succor among a hopeful host.

      Those who pursued them granted no mercy.

      Le’Dral’s stomach churned as he failed to prevent the images from flashing into his mind. The kingdom’s guards, some of whom he had commanded for cycles, grinned as they cut down the civilians who’d done little more than raise a blade in defense. These were people he’d counted as allies. He’d nurtured and trained them for cycles. How had they devolved so far in so little time?

      The crude line carved into the soil of Damaris now overflowed with a river of blood. There were no more shades of grey in between the choices that were forced down their throats. The decision was black or white.

      He felt a wave of hopelessness roll through him; as engaged as he was, there was nothing he could do to prevent their brutal deaths. His screams drowned out the pathetic whimpering and agonized wails of their deaths. He felt guilty as the charge of Moyan’s cavalry rode the offending soldiers down. For an instant, a fleeting glimpse, the face of the butchers registered with a hint of the fear they had instilled in their victims. Only for an instant as their bodies were dashed into a spray of gore. Torn and trampled to pieces by blades and hooves. The pure elation of retribution he felt in that instant sickened him. The brutal end of a life at the cost of another horrific death was never something to celebrate.

      Yet that was where he found himself. Curled in the fetal position against a tree on a gloomy path through the ancient sentient woods. His world spun around him at a dizzying pace. Every fiber of his body ached. He’d not had the time to recover from the harrowing experience in the master’s house before being thrust into the next conflict.

      He could now feel the Erlyn, the ancient woods, in ways he’d never done before. Moans of agony floated on the wind that pulled through her limbs. The abnormally still interior rippled with disturbing gusts blown from somewhere deep within. Some hissed with sounds that he could have sworn were words whispered in a language long since forgotten. The odor of rotting wood and leaves was potent. Unlike the pleasant, natural scents attributed to a forest, these carried a disturbing air of death and sorrow.

      In moments of calm, his mind struggled for understanding. His heart raced as he comprehended a sudden glimpse of the words floating in the air. They were distant, detached, yet clear. He raised his head, searching the trees for the source. He hadn’t the energy left to hide his disappointment as he recognized the true source of the speech.

      “Captain, are you alright?” The figure, cloaked in charcoal-colored fabric, knelt down before him. The darkness that covered her face was impenetrable; only the lower portion showed beneath the blackness that shielded her eyes. He knew that even in the light of the midday sun, he’d glean no answers from the gaze that he could feel boring into him now.

      “Captain, do you need the mender?” the phrenic archer Ghen quizzed. Her voice was soft, lilting with a pleasant melodic air that was in stark contrast to the lethality hidden beneath the folds of her cloak. Her marksmanship was flawless. Each arrow launched from her bow brought down another who sought to prevent their escape. When her arrows were spent, she reverted to a sword, fighting with a ferocity and skill that far surpassed that of any swordsman he’d had the pleasure of training. He was in awe of the discrepancy. He was humbled by the fact that she along with the others had chosen to leave their home, leave the safety of the mountains to fight alongside a people who for over a millennium had persecuted their kind relentlessly.

      “Please don’t call me captain,” Le’Dral groaned. He was tired. Broken down both physically and emotionally. There was little energy left for pleasantries or politeness. His arm throbbed; he looked at the soiled exterior of the bandage. Blood still seeped through in places, yet the poultices that Jeffers had applied had worked well to staunch the majority of the flow and prevent infection.

      The grin that spread across the lips of the phrenic faded as quickly as it had been flashed.

      “We use the title as you’ve earned the respect of Ryl, of the other phrenics who stand at his side,” Ghen commented. “It is not a term we use lightly. If not for that trust, there is nothing you could do to command us, yet hour by hour, you prove yourself worthy of the faith we have placed in you. Ryl’s faith in you was not misguided.”

      Le’Dral raised his head. This time it was an expression of sheer confusion that covered his face.

      “Accept it, my friend,” the phrenic continued. “It is a title that should not be given lightly and in your case is one that is well earned and deserved.”

      He stared at the phrenic for a few long moments, his addled mind finding relative comfort in the disbelief that had distracted it from its tragic course. He searched for the truth in her eyes, yet stared only into the darkened void of shadow. The warriors, only moons ago nothing more than myths, had come to the aid of the kingdom, to him personally, yet they owed neither he nor Damaris any allegiance. They followed Ryl, yet worked autonomously to his command. Their trust was an honor he wasn’t sure he’d earned. For how many cycles had he been the oppressor?

      “Do you need me to fetch you the mender?” she quizzed again, thankfully changing the subject.

      “No, thank you,” Le’Dral replied as his thoughts turned to the grim tasks that the mender was facing. Thankfully, his instruction of the unawakened had progressed without stopping. Many had worked tirelessly as his apprentices, as the need for medicinal skills was in high demand.

      “There are others who require their services,” he continued. “I’m weary, that is all. There has been little time to rest since we fled from Cadsae Proper.”

      Their escape was frantic, yet would have been tragically worse were it not for the assistance of the phrenic companions in particular. Taq’s lightning had stopped many of the reserve troops that lined the walls from reaching the square. The fortuitous placement along with the timing of the arrival of Lord Eligar’s troops as well as the Vigil had allowed them to face a disorganized foe on only two fronts, not all three.

      The position of their camps had been carefully designed. Within the first few moments of the coup, they had succeeded in collecting all the horses that remained stabled in the fields north of the rapidly expanding city. They now commanded the entirety of the cavalry inside The Stocks. With the lighting of the signal fires, he knew that Moyan’s arrival wouldn’t be long delayed. They needed to move with speed, for no doubt more horses would arrive with the army outside the gates. It would be a long and bloody march to the woods fifty miles in the distance.

      They were afforded little more than half a day’s lead before the vicious attacks began in earnest. The peace was a welcome respite, though he’d spent most of it being tended to in a wagon. Command of their force had been passed to Captain Cipri, who’d managed the unpredictable warfare admirably.

      Le’Dral was certain that without the assistance of the phrenic and the sheer devastation of the grey-clad Vigil, they would have been lost, slaughtered by the cavalry that pursued them. In excess of one thousand horses followed their meager party, outnumbering their meager mounted division by three to one. Most who rode now in their defense were untrained, inadequately skilled on horseback and with the blade, and woefully unprepared to combine the two. The emotional assaults of the phrenics sent chills down his spine as they lashed out, affecting both men and beast. The air crackled with electricity as the lightning from Taq’s arm tore into the ranks of their charge.

      It had taken them nearly five days to reach the forest. In the span of those fifty miles, hundreds had perished. The losses were felt among all who participated, willingly or through the sheer misfortune of their proximity. The heaviest casualties were among the guards. He watched as men he’d trained with for cycles bled out into the soil at the hands of those they’d called companions only moons ago. Dozens of Lord Eligar’s soldiers as well as civilians had perished. The Vigil were not untouched by tragedy, though the numbers lost on their end were shockingly low in comparison.

      The casualties among the kingdom’s troops far exceeded their own. Men and beast fell to lightning, arrows and blades, yet in the end they still far outnumbered Le’Dral’s meager contingent. The cloud of dust rising from the south told the grim tale of reinforcements marching close on their heels. Large-scale combat shifted to continual, ruthless assaults and ambushes under the cover of night. As the miles progressed and the prospects of routing Le’Dral’s force seemed less likely, they seemed content, resigned to picking them off one at a time.

      There was nothing that could be done for the dead. No time to mourn their losses. No respite given between battles. Their bodies were left where they fell—grim reminders of the death that plagued The Stocks. For ages, the horrors of the penned-in section of the kingdom had been concealed behind the thick stone of the walls. Now it was laid bare for all to witness.

      The comforting feeling of crossing the boundary into the ancient wood was a balm to his weary soul. For days the line of green on the horizon had taunted them, urging them onward with speed. Once the last of his battered caravan crossed into the shadow of her boughs, the cavalry broke off their relentless pursuit. The relief that he’d felt under her boughs was welcome, yet he knew it would be short lived. He’d watched the clot of dust rising on the southern horizon as the cavalry dispersed.

      “Cipri reports that the fires are nearly out,” Ghen interrupted his introspection. “Riders with torches have been seen moving toward the ends of the woods. They mean to separate our forces, let us burn with the woods. They have no understanding of the evil they commit.”

      “What can we do to prevent them?” Le’Dral quizzed. His voice was disheartened. “We cannot hope to prevent them all.”

      Ghen clapped him on his right shoulder. Her hand remained where it rested. The tingle of energy, of warmth seemed to radiate from her touch, spreading like a rejuvenating fire through his body as it reached his heart.

      “We can try,” she responded. “We have more tributes than swords or bows for them. Many can control the pathways through the forest though there are teams standing by, ready to tamp out the flames wherever they arise. The Erlyn understands her need; she will assist them without hesitation.”

      “I don’t want them to fight,” Le’Dral snapped, though he immediately regretted the lapse in emotional control. “They have been the unifying cause behind all that has happened. I made a promise to Ryl to keep them safe. One that I aim to live up to. They are untrained. Many have never held a real sword or bow.”

      “Yet most will fight with more skill than many of those who’ve trained for cycles. Of those who seek to burn them out of the forest and return them to the lives of endless slavery they once were forced to lead.” Ghen’s voice was startlingly controlled though Le’Dral could feel the ripple of emotion that pulsed from her body. She leaned her head in close. Though her eyes were covered in shadow, he could feel her penetrating gaze bore into him.

      “You will have your wish, my friend,” she whispered. “Many will not raise arms unless there is no other choice. These and the others for the first time in as long as they can remember are acting as they see fit. He asked you for their protection, yet reminded them that they are free. They ask not for permission, as none is required. They are free to do as they please. When it’s time for us to depart these woods, there are likely some who will choose to remain behind. If that is their decision, the repercussions are their own. We will not force them.”

      Le’Dral found that his gaze withered under the stare of the phrenic, yet he struggled to maintain the contact.

      “We’ve locked them in the fortress of the woods, kept under protection at all hours of the day and night,” Le’Dral noted. “There is little distinction between freedom and the life that they lead now.”

      “Aye, there is a point there, yet ask, and they will admit that they see things differently than you,” she replied, her voice calm and measured. “It will take time for the cycle of servitude to be fractured completely. Whether Ryl chooses to admit it or not, he, to this day, still falls into the trap of cycles of repetition. Those who know him the best see this in him still. You of all must know that in war some will live and some will die. No matter what you do, it is inevitable. We phrenics have too felt the sting of loss.”

      Le’Dral scrunched his face in dismay at the comment. He’d been there when Kaep had sacrificed herself to save them all. Her death was a loss all felt to an extent. The stories of Deyalou, the master swordsman, though he had never met him, loomed larger than life.

      “And it’s for their chance to live, to experience the true life that has been denied them that they must be protected,” he admitted.

      The sound of heavy footsteps on the earth distracted his focus. The conversation, though brief as it had been, had served to clear his senses. The hammer of footsteps on the ground rushed. He turned his head to find a soldier sprinting in his direction. The man’s ashen face stood out in stark contrast to the gloom of the woods.

      The sight that appeared over his shoulder brought his heart to his throat.

      Le’Dral could only see a tiny sliver of The Stocks through the exit of the shrouded woods. In a great line across the opening, fire burned from the tips of bows and torches.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ryl watched carefully as the tainted guard slithered across the peak of the palisade. The unnamed soldier adopted a stance that was slightly hunched over, his shoulders rolled forward a few degrees more than normal. The motions were startlingly familiar to the loping motions of the beasts from the wastes of the Outlands.

      Stopping just to the west of the center of the massive gate, he ducked down, collecting a spool of rope, tossing it over the edge. He followed the coils as it unfurled, sliding down before the rope had settled to the stone below. He had descended a little over halfway when he planted his feet against the wall, springing to the stone square below. The guard grunted as he struck the ground, rolling to diffuse the force of the impact. Sword in hand, he had regained his footing in an instant, growling as he stalked forward.

      There was a peculiar gait to his movements. His stance was somewhere between the practiced perfection of a trained swordsman and the utter ferocity of the wild demons of the Horde. Lines of black had crept up over his neck as the darkness had taken full control of its host.

      Ryl turned his head, catching the attention of his companions, who waited a step behind. His eyes lingered on Andr for a moment.

      “This is a challenge that must be met.” Ryl sighed. “Fear not, my friend. Vengeance will be yours. I will not rob you of this.”

      The mercenary’s face was locked into an impassive guise that chilled Ryl to the core. He knew the emotions were tearing his friend apart, yet his face was stoic. His eyes alone gave away his fury. They were hardened, searing with an insatiable fury. The sinister elements that worked within the host that approached were concerning. There was too much at stake here to allow Andr to fight this battle. The control that he maintained. The strength that came at the hands of his unquestioned authority could ill afford the strain. He struggled to prevent the darkness from wresting control over his willpower. Losing face, allowing another to fight his battle, could be disastrous.

      The delay would be short. Yet the meaning could hold the tide of darkness until the safety of the woods.

      “Lend me your blade, please,” Ryl asked the mercenary without taking his eyes off the slithering form of the guard approaching ominously across the square. He secured the Leaves in their holsters, holding his hand out to his side. The touch of the warmed leather handle rewarded his grip.

      Ryl moved forward as his hand closed around the blade. He held the weapon aloft, cataloging its feel as he rolled his wrist. The wicked, slightly curved blade of the Lei Guard somehow felt at home in his hand. Though, unlike his connection to the mythical blades of the phrenics, there was no jolt of electricity, no energizing emotion that pulsed from the touch. A strange sensation of dark familiarity bubbled from within.

      “Your fraud will be exposed to the world,” the guard sneered. His voice carried a confusing, awkward rumble more akin to a growl than anything. “I’ll take pleasure in revealing the false mystique of what you are. The retribution of the kingdom will not be swift. I will enjoy this more than I did stringing up the other traitors. I will savor ending your lives just as I did their vile existences.”

      Ryl struggled to choke down the emotion that rolled through his body. All parties, struggling to maintain the balance in his body, were for a moment aligned. The alexen and nexela shared their common animosity, though it was his personal hatred that burned the brightest. Though the ring of truth was undeniable in the man’s words, yet he understood them for what they were—merely part of the ploy to sabotage his control. Emotions are a dangerous tool when allowed to distort the logic of decisions.

      The darkness that ringed his focus narrowed, centering on the approaching soldier. Objects in the background blurred; the shift increased the further they were into his periphery. At the edges of his vision, they were nothing more than a featureless mass of color.

      “They had no part in this.” Ryl’s voice was hushed, yet the force was undeniable. “Their deaths will be avenged.”

      A bloodcurdling shriek emanated from the lips of the guard as he charged forward. Ryl was prepared for the attack, yet the sheer ferocity and speed took him by surprise. He had trained nearly daily with those who were undeniably the most skilled swordsmen in the kingdom and beyond. There were none who could match the skill and speed of the phrenics, yet among the Vigil and guards, many were incredibly proficient. Through his time training in Vim, he wouldn’t be surprised if Andr had positioned himself as the most skilled among them all.

      The creature that attacked him now seemed to shift between styles with every strike and parry. His footwork and form were immaculate, his strikes leveled with surgical precision, yet the next moment, he reverted to a wild feral manner. He gnashed his teeth together as he launched an unending series of slashes and jabs.

      Ryl was taken aback by the speed the guard exhibited. The presence of the taint of the nexela grew more obvious as the impromptu duel danced around the square. Though he had no need for it at the moment, he maintained his hold over the speed that lurked in his veins. For the moment, the whispers of darkness from within had silenced. Its quest to control the mind of its host for the moment paused as it was outweighed by the challenge of strength.

      It didn’t take long for Ryl’s curiosity about the tainted soldier to be satisfied. The man was undoubtedly a hunter. How many lives had the killer ended throughout the cycles before he’d become an experiment of the throne? He had become an abomination. King Lunek the Third, as corrupted as he was, had maintained the legitimacy of the Harvest among the nobles he ruled over. Their supplies of the Blessing were their own.

      This decision reeked of Lord Kagran’s design. The late lord had inherited a problem that demanded immediate attention. He had lost the backing of thousands of the dreaded Lei Guard at the battle before the Pining Gate. It was only a matter of time before the other houses questioned his authority. The most effective manner of controlling them aligned with his most innate desire.

      Greed. The thirst for more power.

      By assuming complete control over the Blessing, he would have obedience. He would maintain order.

      He could create the monster that Ryl matched swords with now.

      He blocked a vicious swipe of the blade leveled at his neck with ease. The guard followed with a slash from his opposite hand, attempting to rake his fingers across his opponent’s face. The darkness had crept up, now spidering out in a jagged web that reached up to his hairline. There were no grunts, no taunts, just a series of ever maddening growls and bloodcurdling shrieks. His coordinated attack was devolving into something that lacked all practiced skill, utilizing sheer power, strength and speed.

      From the time that they were engaged, Ryl let the soldier push him with his attacks. Though he never allowed himself to fall out of position between his attacker and his companions at his rear. Their deadly dance bounced around the center of the square; the ringing of steel against steel echoed through the morning.

      Ryl had had enough.

      He let the now feral attacker force him backward toward his companions, who waited behind. Ryl leapt forward, ducking underneath a wicked killing slash. As he slid under the blade that sang through the air, he slashed upward with his own. There was little resistance as the curved blade of the Lei Guard severed the man’s sword hand. He grabbed the disarmed guard’s tunic at his shoulder, spinning him around on his heels. As he rotated, he dragged the blade across his abdomen, wrapping around his back. He hammered his foot into the back of the doomed man’s knees.

      Wailing in agony, the guard slammed to the ground. His sword slipped from the grip of his severed hand, skipping noisily across the stone. A torrent of blood poured from the stump of his hand and the gash that opened around his torso. Stains of black streaked the crimson as it pooled on the ground. The metallic odor of blood was overpowered by the noxious, incomparable stench of the Horde.

      Without looking, Ryl lobbed the blade toward his companions. Andr darted forward, catching the weapon in stride. He spun his wrist as his fingers gripped the handle of the weapon. He screamed as he plunged the sword through the chest of the tainted guard. A fountain of putrid-smelling black and red blood exploded from his back as the blade punched through his body.

      The guard’s mouth lolled open as blood trickled down his cheeks. His voice was rasping, sputtering a spray of blood with every word.

      “There’s no … stopping.” A racking cough expelled a wad of blood and phlegm on the ground. “No stopping … what will … come. You. All. Die.”

      Andr growled as he wrenched the sword from the doomed man’s chest. He took a single step backward before spinning, cleaving the head from his body.

      The mercenary panted, his chest heaving from the agitation and exertion. The corpse in parts toppled to the ground.

      “Breila deserved better,” were all the words he could utter as he planted his heel into the chest of the remains that had yet to fall. The limp frame splashed to the stone with a slap; the pool of blood quickly swelled, coating the bleached rock in deep crimson and black. Ryl squinted his eyes, watching as the fleeting wisp of darkness rose from the corpse, fading away in the swirling breeze from the water. The still figure that lay on the ground in pieces no longer exhibited any trace of the darkness that had consumed him.

      “Aye, that she did, my friend,” Ryl commiserated with the mercenary.

      “There are more who had hands in this,” Andr growled after a moment. His eyes, though they had settled, still raged with emotion.

      Breila was a unique character to put it mildly. He doubted that there would be another who could match her cunning and tenacity, yet in the next moment consume you with genuine compassion and heartfelt emotion.

      “There are certainly more,” Ryl acknowledged. “When this is through, I’ll help you hunt each of them down if that is what you wish. Now we need to move. We’ve delayed enough. Smoke from the Erlyn clouds the sky to the north.”

      Ryl clapped his hand on his friend’s shoulder, looking deep into the rolling animosity that had consumed his eyes.

      “For all your sins, you are not like them,” Ryl whispered. “Their fates will come. Some far sooner than others. I need you now.”

      Andr blinked several times as his determined glare faltered under Ryl’s withering gaze. With every flutter of his eyelids, a touch of the burning anger faded, though the loss was undeniable.

      “I’m with you until the end, Ryl.” Andr’s response was hushed. “That you know, my friend.”

      Ryl flashed a grin, offering a subtle nod in response. He gave a gentle squeeze to his friend’s shoulder before moving a step back. His eyes scanned the staggered line of the Lei Guard who spanned the width of the square.

      “Release them,” Ryl ordered.

      There was no hesitation as the paralyzing wall of fear broke, evaporating like the morning mists in the full light of day. The weight that clawed at his insides lightened, yet the animosity of the black-cloaked warriors was still worrisome. Though the outward emotional attacks had for the moment paused at his command, he could feel the anxious anticipation as the Lei Guard waited for the next chance to spill blood.

      With a final glance across the line of black-cloaked warriors, Ryl spun to the wall that still stood between him, his companions and their goal. Over the peak of the mighty palisade, a smudge of a low-hanging cloud stretched into the sky before veering to the west as it was carried by the winds.

      “Open the gates,” Ryl boomed across the square. His voice amplified by the emotion, the need for compliance washed over those standing on the wall. Many were only now regaining their feet. Most were without weapons; the bows that had launched their deadly precipitate were scarce. Fewer still were raised in an offensive manner.

      “We’ll not be swayed by your witchcraft,” came the cry from somewhere among the forward ranks. “We’ll not open the gates for you to slaughter us as you see fit. To steal what doesn’t belong to you. You’re nothing more than thieves and cowards.”

      A man just to the left of the gates stepped forward to the front row of the palisade. At his side a pair of archers followed in tow. The man was still young, likely having just seen beyond twenty cycles. His uniform dress was of a color and configuration that Ryl didn’t know, yet it mattered not. The man’s upbringing and disposition told more than enough of the tale. His uniform was clean and neatly pressed. His face clear of scars and blemishes, his hair perfectly sculpted. Here was likely another son of a noble, tainted by a lifetime of indulgence and greed, sent here to protect and secure his perceived assets.

      The feeble speech from the impassioned man elicited little call to arms to save the pair at his side. With an angered look from their companion, the noble defenders mustered the courage to release their arrows. The aim of both was true. The bolts whistled across the sky toward Ryl’s position. He sighed as he again dipped into the speed that flowed through his veins.

      Ryl darted to the side as the arrows’ screaming progress faltered in the air. With his right hand he ripped a single of the Leaves from its holster. The blade exploded with green fire that rippled the air around it. With a pair of lightning quick strikes, the projectiles were rendered impotent. Like the hundreds before them, they crashed to the ground, skipping harmlessly across the stone.

      Ryl’s cloak whipped out around him as he released the hold of the speed. Time snapped back to normal as he returned to where he stood only a moment earlier.

      “Tell me, who was it who asked if I or any other child who has been forced into this prison preferred a life of slavery to that of freedom?” Ryl snapped. The anger in him swelled as the words poured from his mouth. The whispered darkness from within surged as it sought an opportunity. For the moment, he maintained his composure, though his patience ran thin. The urge to teach them all a very deadly lesson loomed closer to reality.

      “There is not a man among you who has the right to control the destiny of another,” he growled. His voice became increasingly ominous as he spoke. “It is true, we could slaughter everyone who stands here against us if we chose. Neither the wall nor the gates will stop us from entering The Stocks.”

      From the top of the wall, the single, incensed guard ranted about the indignity and injustice. He turned his head to Paasek at his rear.

      “Silence him, if you please,” Ryl ordered before returning his attention to the wall. Out of the corner of his eye, Ryl saw the elder phrenic steady himself with a breath before falling to a knee, slamming the open palm of his left hand into the ground.

      Ryl felt the tremor as it rippled outward from around the phrenic. What started as a mild rumble intensified as it reached the palisade. All along the wall, cries of alarm rose from the guards as the stone trembled underfoot. Small chunks of mortar cracked and separated, raining down into the square below. The incensed guard had braced himself against the raised wall that bordered the edge of the southern palisade.

      A grating note of stone scraping against stone thundered over the square. Where the guard’s hand rested on the wall for support, the rock became viscous. It wrapped around his hands as it curled up around his arms. From there it circled his back before joining over his mouth. The unending river of obscenities and curses that streamed from him muffled into a terrified whimper as the stone solidified again. His body was wrapped in a stone cage, complete with a thankfully effective mute.

      Gasps rose from along the wall. In several places, the guards broke from their ranks, hastening to put distance between themselves and the deadly party at the gates. Ryl noted the looks of questions written across the faces of more than a few. Fear pulsed from their bodies. He could see it rippling from all atop the wall. The anticipation of the Lei Guard at his rear grew as the combined emotions intensified. Their prey was afraid.

      They were ready to hunt.

      Ryl cast a glance over his shoulder to the phrenic elder, who now rose to his feet. The lifelike tattoos that covered Paasek’s arm had the appearance of solid stone. With every heaving breath he inhaled, the rigidity of the stone lessened. At first, the jagged crystalline structures seemed to protrude from his skin. As he calmed, the stone reverted to a rough, yet weathered appearance. The phrenic nodded as he noted Ryl’s gaze.

      While some ran, others along the wall shuffled, moving together, their bows prepared to launch their arrows.

      “When will it be enough?” Ryl roared. The wind swelled around his right arm, whipping his cloak out as it increased into a gale. He slashed his right arm forward, casting a wide arc of wind into the mass of soldiers formed along the peak of the palisades. As the wind tore into their ranks, men were tossed mercilessly into their companions; few remained on their feet. Cries of alarm sounded from inside The Stocks as the disturbance was noted. It was inevitable, some had toppled over the edge.

      More blood was on his hands. There was little left of his skin not covered with the blood of those who stood in his way.

      “How many more do you need to see slaughtered before you accept that changes have come?” he barked at the troops gingerly regaining their feet. Ryl waited for a moment, gauging the mixed responses that played out across the wall. The fight had clearly gone out of many of them.

      “You see us as abominations, terrors that hunt in broad daylight with a thirst for blood.” Ryl lowered his voice, though his words projected with a force that was palpable. “We fight merely to protect ourselves and the innocent lives that have been robbed by the insatiable greed of a needy few. How many among you would ever taste the fabled elixir that you so fiercely guard? The answer now is none.”

      Ryl again waited for the truth of his words to sink in.

      “The rumors are true,” he continued. “Every last drop of the Blessing of the King that your lords so covet has been destroyed. The facilities have been razed. There was a time that we used to walk among you as mentors and counselors. Trusted advisors and friends.”

      There was little added emphasis needed to his words. They rang with truth and honesty. He knew the changes that would come would take time. Blood would be spilled among the houses as the last of a generation faltered or descended into madness as the potency of the elixir burned off.

      “You’ve borne witness to the truth behind the elixir. The feral madness that it contains.” Ryl pointed at the blood-soaked corpse lying motionless on the cold stone of the square. “The taint of the Horde is undeniable. In the end, it will consume you as it had consumed him.”

      The weight of the attention centered on him became intolerable. The kingdom would need time to process the changes. The powers would shift, yet they would ebb and flow with a tide that was natural, not prolonged, given strength and power from the tortured sacrifices of the children they enslaved.

      “The time has come to make a choice. This is your last chance,” Ryl growled. “You will open the gate, or we will open it ourselves. Know that once these walls are breached, there will be nothing to stop the Horde from streaming through if they return. Your bastion of security will be nothing more than the pen that will witness your massacre. There will be nothing to save you. The choice, as it should be, is yours, though I urge you to decide quickly. My patience has ended.”

      Ryl nodded to the phrenics, who were ever present at his back. With both hands he ripped the Leaves from their holsters, bathing the area in a green glow as the blades flashed to life. Paasek rumbled forward, each step seemingly shaking the ground at his feet. Vox’s arm raged with fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Blisters covered much of Le’Dral’s hands. Much of the stubble that had grown unchecked was missing from the right side of his face. He gingerly dabbed the cool, wet cloth on his skin. Instead of soothing the burning that covered him, the offending moisture stung with an agonizing fury. He gritted his teeth, struggling to prevent the outpouring of tears that threatened to rain from his eyes.

      Tossing the rag aside, he dipped his hands in the icy water of the lazy river that weaved through the interior of the woods. The chill was a stark comparison to the fire that seemingly continued to smolder in his hands. He gasped as he splashed a handful of the frigid liquid on his face. He allowed the tears to flow for the moment, as the water disguised their true source.

      For days that seemed like an eternity, they had battled the small pockets of fire that sprouted along the edges of the Erlyn. The trees moaned in pain with every breath of air that swirled from her core. She was in agony, wailing as the fire scorched her bark, rendering living trees to ash.

      They had struck back with arrows and lightning from the phrenic elementalist. The numbers of dead and wounded along the lines of the army that scorched the woods increased with every counter, yet still they attacked with flame. Burning arrows rained from the sky, sparking more blazes than could be extinguished in time.

      Only once had the army sent a force into the woods. Le’Dral had been there as the hundreds streamed into the darkened maw, bearing blades in one hand and torches in the other. Their furious war cries shifted to notes of alarm before reverting to fear and agony as the woods herself took vengeance on her attackers. The sight had been horrifying; it had sent a chill down his spine. The ancient woods had come alive in its defense.

      Le’Dral and the others, ready to fight, were left to witness the massacre that unfolded in the gloom underneath her boughs. Men were ripped apart by the branches that pinned them to the ground. Their bodies were consumed by the solid earth under their feet and crushed by limbs that swung as if propelled by a maelstrom. The Erlyn’s retribution lasted only moments. All that was left for him and the soldiers who stood at his side were the scattered remains of corpses, blades and spent torches. An eerie still descended over the woods.

      They had all done their part. They had all done their best. Guards loyal to Le’Dral toiled alongside those of House Eligar, who hailed from the far side of the kingdom. The Vigil stood with the unawakened, sharing buckets with the citizens who’d fled with the captain after Cadsae had fallen. All were battered and singed. Exhausted to the point of failure, yet the fires still raged.

      The blaze was too great. Compared to the breadth of the open terrain that rolled outside the walls, the area between the palisades was a mere sliver in comparison. With limited numbers, the woods, confined to The Stocks, was doomed. It was a chilling proposition, though there was little more they could do. His stomach turned as he realized the weight of the proposition.

      The time was coming when they would need to abandon the woods.

      Le’Dral raised his head as the sound of footsteps echoed from the bridge they had constructed over the river upstream from his position. The pair who approached through the gloom of the forest was unexpected. Faya walked in the lead, her steps confident and unwavering though her eyes were sightless. Close at her heels, her ever-present protector, Aelin, marched in step.

      Le’Dral grinned as he catalogued the appearance of the youth. Stories of his prowess and devastation among the armies of trained soldiers had become something of legend, though it troubled the boy to hear. There was no questioning his indescribable strength, yet the captain feared for the fortitude of his young mind. Aelin had armed himself since his return with Ryl. The boy now carried a staff nearly equal to his height. The implement was the least deadly weapon, yet he knew that in the hands of the enraged boy, it could deal death in terrifying numbers.

      His gaze shifted to Faya. There was a peculiar gait to her step. She moved almost as if she floated over the terrain; her shuffled steps were noiseless as she approached. It was her eyes, however, that gave away her intentions. Each emanated a soft blue glow that pierced the darkness under the shadow of the Erlyn.

      The visions of the seer were upon her.

      Le’Dral forced himself to his feet though his body protested the action. For the moment, the distraction and curiosity of the approaching seer shifted his focus from the discomfort that covered his frame.

      The tangent of Faya’s procession, her destination, became clear as she moved closer. Le’Dral wiped the excess water dry on his pants. For an instant, he regretted his appearance. His clothing was stained with soot, caked with a fine layer of dirt, and splashed with scattered droplets of blood. He was anything but presentable.

      Aelin nodded to the captain from a step behind Faya as they drew close. The captain was in awe of the maturity that seemed to seep from the youth. He’d watched the pair frolic together through the clearing of the Erlyn, for a few moments enjoying the youthful escape of childhood. The pair who greeted him now were startlingly different.

      Though the alterations were slight in comparison to Ryl when he’d returned, the transformation was astounding. The pair were wise, confident beyond their cycles. He couldn’t help the smile that tugged up on his lips. He knew how proud Rolan was of his daughter, as any parent would be. Le’Dral had enjoyed a life of solitude, dedicating all he had to the service of the guard, yet he viewed the pair with an awkward touch of fatherly pride.

      He opened his mouth to greet them, yet Faya interrupted him with a curt wave of her hand. He felt a chilling wave of patience roll over him. His mouth closed involuntarily, freezing the words that were swelling in his throat. The foreign sensation was potent. Existing in close proximity to the phrenics, he had experienced the overwhelming force that their projected emotions could impart. The sensation that stopped his words was powerful, yet gently applied. His body reacted without question. He had never felt a similar sensation from any other than the phrenics. He cocked his head to the side a degree, viewing Faya with added curiosity.

      “Fire. It calls the darkness that conceals the light,” Faya whispered. Her voice seemed detached, resonating around him like a breath of air through the trees. The leaves rustled as her cryptic words floated on the wind. “It brings hope.”

      Le’Dral could do little to mask the confusion that covered his face. His reserves of energy had run thin days ago. It was through sheer stubbornness that he still carried on.

      “Hope, Faya?” he retorted. “What hope is there?”

      He quizzed the youth, though no sooner did the words escape his lips than the indomitable figure of the seer faltered. The churning storm that raged in her haunting, glowing eyes cleared. The transformation was sudden and complete. Within a moment, standing before him was a weary, frightened child. Aelin, her constant protector, was at her side in a moment, wrapping his arm around her shoulder.

      “Faya?” Le’Dral inquired. His voice had lost its steely edge as he regarded the child standing before him. There was no sense in venting his frustrations on the youth, who could no more control the visions than the changing of the tides. “Is there a storm coming? Is that what you’ve seen? Is it enough rain to squelch the flames?”

      The eyes that looked up to meet him glistened with the water that welled in their corners. Her face was troubled, likely at the hands of the same frustration that dwelled within him.

      “I don’t know,” she whimpered as the sobs began. “I don’t understand. It was all so clear, yet now I just see fragments. A light flickering in the endless darkness. Trees scarred by flames shifting gently in the breeze. The feeling was so strong, repeating like waves breaking on the shore. Hope.”

      Le’Dral shuffled forward, falling unceremoniously to a knee before the child. He placed his hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      “Thank you, Faya.” His words were sincere. “Thank you for telling me. Please don’t fret. The meaning will come to light soon enough. You said hope comes; I will wait patiently for its arrival.”

      Le’Dral met eyes with Aelin at his side. The young man had surprised him, in his strength, his spirit and his uncanny comprehension. The sheepish grin that crossed the youth’s face hinted at his understanding of the captain’s lies. While tantalizing, hope was a fleeting prospect.

      The fires now raged beyond control. Every time they were able to stamp out one, another dozen would flash to life. They were outnumbered by a tragic degree. Riding out, charging the lines of the enemy would be suicide. Even with the undeniable strength of the few phrenics and the might of the Vigil, they would be cut down by the arrows before their blades could even the tide.

      The time was quickly coming when they would have to give serious consideration to abandoning the woods, slipping silently into the Outlands.

      The thought was nauseating. Until recently, the Erlyn had been nothing more than a frustratingly thick accumulation of undergrowth and trees. The fallacy of the impression couldn’t be farther from the truth, he understood now. He felt a connection, potent and heartfelt, to the woods that surrounded him. His vision wandered to the mighty trees that formed the canopy high over their heads.

      When his gaze returned to Faya, the expression on her face had shifted. She grinned, though a single tear cut a path through the grime that had covered her face.

      “Your feelings are well known to the woods,” she whispered. “She understands your efforts, your sacrifices. Long has she existed here, yet it will take more than flame to destroy her. Ryl has given her a chance for life beyond the stone that severed her domain a millennium ago. She accepts whatever decision you make and will aid you in departing when the time is right. Though she may be reduced, she will live on long beyond when man walks this stretch of soil.”

      Le’Dral felt the moisture swell in his eyes as the youth spoke. Inside these walls, the Erlyn had seen more tragedy, felt more pain than he thought could be endured. Over the endless cycles, the woods had borne witness to the torment, biding her time until the moment was right.

      “There is still hope, Captain,” she continued. “She believes it. I believe it, and so should you.”

      She moved from under Aelin’s protective arm, shuffling toward where the forest met the path. She brushed her hand along the bark of the closest tree. There was a gentle rustling in the canopy high above. Faya let out a muffled giggle as she turned toward the bridge and the concealed path to their forested home. Aelin nodded again as he regarded the captain, turning quickly in pursuit of the youth. He leaned in close, whispering into her ear as he reached her side. She collected his hand, skipping as she went.

      “Do you want us to accompany them?” The voice startled Le’Dral. His hand involuntarily fell toward the handle of his blade as he spun. The pair of guards who stood a few paces away were weary, singed and as broken as himself. They either failed to note or lacked the energy to respond to the captain’s impulsive action.

      Le’Dral chuckled as he considered their request.

      “There is no need to accompany them.” Le’Dral shook his head as he spoke. “The woods will look after them as well, if not better than you or I. You two need the rest. Return to the camp for a spell. There will still be fires to tamp down when you awaken.”

      The pair seemed to perk up at the thought.

      “Quickly now, or you’ll miss the entrance.” He nodded his head in the direction of the forest. Aelin and Faya were moving lazily across the bridge. With rushed, sloppy salutes, the pair of guards hastened after the unawakened.

      Back on his feet, Le’Dral did his best to stretch out his weary body before moving along the line of guards recovering or soothing their singed hands in the icy waters of the river. Silhouetted against the light of the early day, four shadowed figures maintained the entrance to the Erlyn.

      Even from afar, there was little mistaking the identity of one of the sentries. With the mass of phrenics having gone with Ryl, there was only one who remained who commanded a like stature. Lieutenant Moyan, his trusted comrade, was a force all his own, yet Zed, the soft-spoken tribute he’d seen grow over the cycles, easily outsized the seasoned guard. A chill rolled through his body as he recalled a memory that seemed nothing but a distant dream.

      So much had changed in the course of the last few moons that even a cycle in the past seemed like an eternity. He shivered as the thought of the massive tribute barreling toward him flashed to his mind. If not for Ryl, there would have been none to stop him. The fury that had burned through the normally docile unawakened was uncontrollable.

      As he approached, the identity of the others came to light. Quinlen, another of Ryl’s closest confidants and friends, leaned heavily on a walking stick, taking weight off his injured leg. He knew of many of the endeavors of the self-professed Master Brewer of The Stocks. Having shared a confiscated barrel of the draught firsthand, he, Millis and Moyan had learned the true potency of the sole brew that existed inside the confinement of the walls. Little was needed before the barrel was stoppered and quietly returned to its concealment. There was little joy in their lives. He was in no mind to rob them of their distraction, no matter how unexpected the flavor.

      The names of the others, clad in the mountain gray of Vim, eluded him, yet there was no questioning their loyalty. They and their companions had risked all in making the trek alone. Since their arrival, the kingdom had been in a constant state of turbulence. Their blades and bows had likely saved them all from destruction as they fled with whatever civilians they could to the shelter of the forest.

      The group acknowledged his approach with a nod of their heads.

      “There’s been nothing unexpected overnight.” Zed wasted no words greeting the captain. “They seem content to watch the forest burn now.”

      Le’Dral had considered sending out small raiding parties throughout the night. Though even then, their chances of causing any measurable havoc among the encamped army were slim. Trenches had been dug, he guessed, easily stretching miles in either direction. There was little need for torches and fires among the army for light. There was little shadow left for stealth beyond the glow of the flames that consumed the ancient woods.

      The risks outweighed the benefit.

      All able hands were needed to battle the blaze. The men and women rested in shifts of no more than a few hours at a time. All were exhausted from the constant war waged against the greedy fires of the kingdoms.

      The dawn was still young; the morning sun had only just crested the top of the palisade to the east. A force of several thousand remained encamped a few hundred meters from the opening of the woods. There were surprisingly few cavalry among the entrenched army. The bulk of their number had peeled off days before, returning with haste to the south.

      There was action among the army, though for the most part, it seemed benign. Archers lined the berms that had been created from the dirt. They had left a narrow opening where the road and river crossed through their line, yet both were topped with hundreds of archers, their bows pointed ominously in their direction. Every now and then, a single arrow screamed through the sky, crashing harmlessly among the trees, or planting itself in the hard-packed soil at the forest’s entrance. The muffled report of laughter floated on the wind following the high-pitched whistle of the bolt.

      The orchards that stretched out to the south of the forest had been ravaged by the invading force. Early in the season, the trees were barren of their fruit; the first few rows had been sacrificed for firewood, torches and the temporary bridge that had been constructed over the lazy rapids of the river. Battalions, hundreds strong, patrolled the edges of the forest, lighting fires where they could.

      Fanning the flames that consumed them.

      Le’Dral felt the anger swell in his body as he catalogued the actions of the invading force. There was little to do at this point aside from manning the defenses in the event of a hopeless charge. Their presence had been made perfectly clear that entering the domain of the woods was a deadly pursuit, so they were content to watch it burn. No word had been sent of their demands. No attempts to treat with them had been offered. Le’Dral would accept no terms for their surrender and was in no position to demand anything.

      The haze of the smoke from the burning forest choked the air above the trees, yet to the south, the sky was free of clouds. Every breath of the wind carried the acrid odors of the fires that consumed the living forest. Inside the still of the woods, it settled into layers, blanketing the ground like a low-hanging mist that refused to burn off in the sun.

      His vision focused on a large clot of dust that snaked into the sky in the distance.

      “Been there since morning, Captain,” Quinlen noted as he tracked the focus of Le’Dral’s eyes. “More supplies, no doubt. Perhaps the cavalry returns.”

      “Aye,” Le’Dral groaned. “Have the signal fires returned?”

      “A few have sputtered on for a few moments before going dark,” Quinlen replied. “Likely ran out of fuel and bodies to restock the supply.”

      Le’Dral nodded his head. His mind was a fog of weariness. He could see little good in the approach of whatever force advanced on their position. He cared little about the logistical struggles of the attacking army. His thoughts darkened.

      At least for the moment, they were safe within the forest. The Erlyn would allow none within her midst without reproach. Their time was running out, burning closer to the point of abandoning the woods for the uncertainty of the Outlands.

      “You’re tired, Captain,” one of the Vigil noted. “You need rest too.”

      “In due time, my friend.” The words did as much to convince him as they did the guard, though neither were in the position or mood to argue.

      The approach of a party from within the woods stopped him in his tracks. At the head of the party, the three phrenics matched, their cloaks billowing about behind them. The layer of low-hanging smoke that blanketed the ground swirled into eddies in their wake as they cut through. Behind them was a mixed troop of several dozen.

      Guards, unawakened and Vigil alike, bore weapons in hand.

      “You’re needed here, Captain,” the lilting voice of the phrenic archer Ghen announced as they neared.

      “Something comes.”
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      With every passing mile, Ryl felt the stab of nostalgia ripple through his veins. Having traveled the dusty, narrow road countless times during his experiences in The Stocks, every twist in the track, every fallow field seemed to spark a familiar memory. Most, having been suppressed for cycles, were uncomfortable. He quickly lost track of which truly belonged to him, and which were merely a product of the experiences of the alexen that flowed within his veins.

      The discomfort served less as a distraction and more of a steadying pulse that held the bellows of the consuming darkness at bay. Their screams had reached a fevered pitch as they entered the gates. It was a strange echo of the sensation of caution that coursed through his veins. Those upon the wall head sensed reason, whether they agreed with the pretext or not. The gates had swung open before the flame and stone tore a hole through the seemingly impenetrable wall. The heavy metal hinges popped and groaned in protest as both panels creaked open.

      Atop the wall, the guards had realized the folly of their hostility. Hidden beyond the protective layer of stone, the soldiers had felt little of the emotion that stayed their companions’ blades and bows. They’d seen little of the true power that massed beyond their flimsy wall of wood and stone.

      There was nothing Ryl could do to stave the bloodshed as the Lei Guard barreled through the open gates at the head of the caravan. Though they stayed true to his command, holding the line, following the road to the north, no mercy was afforded to those who stood in their path. Any who raised swords against them were cut down. The earthen street was slick with blood and gore before Ryl had crossed through the insufferable shadow beneath the wall.

      His stomach had twisted as the ravages of the army had become clear. Strung by their necks from the ramparts of the wall were dozens of lifeless bodies. Some wore the clothing of the guard; many were clad in plain clothes. They had taken the fight to the civilians who’d hunkered down within The Stocks as the Horde laid waste to the city beyond. They’d survived the invasion of demons out of myth, yet fallen prey to the insidious hands of man.

      Though dry, the hard-packed earth inside the square was stained in great patches in the obvious signs of struggle. To the right of the entrance, the warehouse had sustained catastrophic damage. The entirety of the roof had caved in, as a fire had decimated much of the structure. Shards of wood were strewn about the area. A new set of ladders had been constructed, allowing access to the wall.

      To his left, the master’s house was in a state of disrepair. Fire too had ravaged the rear of the structure. Again, splinters of charred wood were spread out along the ground, hinting to the explosion that had torn through the outer wall. He felt his heart skip a beat as his thoughts shifted to Le’Dral. There was no way to tell the fate of the captain, though the fact that his mutilated body wasn’t on display gave him hope for his friend’s survival. The wall of smoke rising ominously in the distance further emphasized this theory.

      For a few perilous moments the guards who packed the square along with their companions atop the wall teetered upon the brink of a ruthless extinction. The chill of the nexela could do nothing to diminish the animosity that raged through his veins. It was but a breath of air in the face of a gale. The fog of confusion, the darkening of the edges of his vision, the disconnect he felt between the feral urges and his sense of being were of little concern. There was no hiding nor diffusing the pure unadulterated rage that flowed from him alone.

      In the end, it was the rising smoke in the distance that ushered him onward, yet the thoughts of disastrous revenge were never far from his mind. He’d wait to see what had become of his friends to make that determination. By the time the sun was fully in the sky, they were miles beyond the outskirts of the city. The trampled grasses that stretched out along the meager road told of the march of armies that had recently crossed The Stocks.

      Inside the confined walls of The Stocks, the cries of the Erlyn steadily grew from a whisper to a roar. The agony of the ancient woods was undeniable as her limbs were set ablaze. He urged his companions on at a greater speed. From afar, there was nothing he could do. The signs of concern were written across the faces of all.

      The swelling city of Cadsae quickly disappeared in their wake, swallowed up behind the rolling hills of the fertile land. Ryl looked back over his shoulder for the hundredth time, scanning with his eyes and mindsight as they moved. No signs of pursuit registered from their rear. Andr approached along the inside of the protective row of black-cloaked warriors. Ryl’s eye fell to the bandage, now soaked red, tied to his left arm.

      “It’s fine, Ryl,” the mercenary called as he slowed, matching the easy canter of Ryl’s horse. “I have the woodskin to thank for that.”

      Ryl nodded to his friend.

      “Either the entirety of their cavalry has moved to the north, or they threw their might at us in the streets of Cadsae Proper,” Andr noted. They had seen no signs of horses among the soldiers massed beyond the Pining Gate. The rallying war cry from the guards as the first of Ryl’s troop breached the darkness underneath the gate had quickly devolved into cries of fear and pain as the Lei Guard, true to their orders, allowed none to harm their party. A few more had fallen to the ravages of arrows, yet the paralyzing emotional assault had quickly put an end to the projectiles. Men struggled over each other to flee their path, merely raising swords in their feeble defense. They were cut down without thought or mercy.

      Though he had raised no sword against them, Ryl felt the indelible stain of the blood on his hands.

      His orders were simple, yet allowed freedom to take the necessary steps to ensure their safety. Hundreds had fallen; the dry, dusty roadway quickly turned into a vile slurry of blood and dirt.

      “There is no telling who commands the army now; in truth, it matters not. The motive behind their orders is clear,” Ry added. “It’s greed that drives them. The lust for power, the darkness, has found easy targets within their minds. They have long since abandoned logic for brute force. I wouldn’t doubt it if they threw the entirety of their cavalry at us in the avenue. We’ll push as far as the horses can take us today. I want to be in the woods by sunrise.”

      Andr grunted though his eyes never ceased from their endless scanning of the terrain that spread out around them. After their travels, their tribulations, Ryl felt he knew the mercenary as well as he could know anyone. Their bond, unlike that which he shared with the phrenics, was undeniable. They had been to the end of the world and back, had each other’s backs in the darkest of times. He could see a deep, personal anguish that burned inside him. With an internal growl, he silenced the whispers of darkness that relished the agony.

      Though he did not know the entirety of the story, he understood the reasoning behind Andr’s morose demeanor.

      “She deserved better,” Andr noted without preamble, interpreting the gist of Ryl’s thoughts. “She was always a survivor. Luck sided with her. She seemed fated to cross paths with her saviors the moment the timing was right. Neither of the facades of her duplicity represented the true woman she was. Her presence in this world will be missed.”

      Words failed Ryl as the emotion, the staggering loss, stopped the notes from escaping his throat. Both the alexen and the darkness within seemed to respect his feelings, for the moment stilling their eternal power struggle within his body.

      It was a matter of miles before either spoke again.

      “How are Lenu and the others faring?” Ryl inquired. He had yet to check on the injured commander of the Vigil, who now shared the plush interior of the wagon with the unawakened and Pater.

      “She is well cared for,” Andr noted. “Though her wound will undoubtedly need the hands of a skilled mender before long, Cray and the others have learned well. Jeffers will be proud of his pupils, but the skills of the mender will be welcome.”

      Andr’s vision swung in a tangent across the horizon to the north. The sun had slipped past midday, now rapidly descending toward the western horizon. His gaze focused ahead, locked onto the smoke rising in the distance. With every passing mile, the breadth of the blaze became more apparent. More alarming.

      It seemed that the entire face of the Erlyn, from eastern palisade to the west, was alight with flame.

      What would be left of the ancient woods when they arrived?

      “Words can’t explain the sensations that course through my body, yet you of all likely understand. I can feel her suffering. The woods scream in pain.” Andr’s voice was low, a whisper barely audible over the steady thunder of the horses’ hooves on the ground.

      “What is it you expect to find when we arrive?” he quizzed. His face contorted for a moment as his own thoughts registered across his normally impassive face.

      The answers were never far from Ryl’s mind. It had shadowed his own personal thoughts, giving weight to the darkness that rippled at the attention. The alexen was surprisingly accepting. They knew the true evil that decimated the ancient forest. They had all suffered under the hands of those who fought to tamp out the fires of change.

      “Death.” Ryl sighed as he acknowledged the truth. “Agony to be heaped upon the shoulders of those who bear the burden of the sins. I feel her too. With every singed branch, every fallen leaf, she grows weaker. The connection has only just been restored with the forest beyond the palisade severed from her body ages ago. I’ll not let the fires of greed prevent her from enjoying the union she has craved.”

      Ryl closed his eyes for a moment. Though his eyelids were shut, the visions of the phrenics and the Lei Guard were ever present. He could feel the constant warmth of the emotion from his companions. The trained masters of the phrenic order applied their craft ceaselessly, holding sway over the dreaded emotional outpouring of the black-cloaked soldiers who rode in formation at their front and flanked them at their sides.

      “She too deserves better,” Ryl lamented.

      “We’ve failed one; let us not disappoint the other as well.” Andr growled as the words hissed from his mouth. He slowed his horse before wheeling it back along the line toward the carriage tucked safely in the interior. His patrols, though ever diligent, centered around the wagon.

      There was nothing Ryl could do to find fault in his friend’s behavior. He had struggled for cycles to put himself in a position to watch over the child he had lost to the greed of the kingdom. He was resolved to never again experience the loving embrace of his child, yet he refused to admit defeat. He was prepared to meet death as he defended the child who thought of himself as another of the abandoned wretches of The Stocks. Cray had no idea that his father had lurked so close for cycles, intentionally abusing the system to remain as nearly as much a prisoner as he was himself.

      Ryl shifted his focus from the retreating form of his friend to the terrain that surrounded them. The wilds of The Stocks were eerily quiet at this point in the season. There were no hunched-over silhouettes of figures slaving away in the fields on either side of the road. In the distance, the walls of the palisades seemed far less ominous than ever. He’d expected to see the walls teeming with life and activity, yet aside from the signal fires that flickered to life in the staggered towers, there were no hints of any movement along the walkways that topped the mighty walls. The ever-present watchfulness that defined life between the walls was subdued.

      Clear signs of campsites, abandoned, their fires cold, dotted the path as they followed the gently winding river to the north. They had crossed nearly a quarter of the distance from Cadsae to the first work camp at Thayers Rest before the obvious signs of conflict were present. The circling mass of vultures floating on the air above hinted at the carnage that remained.

      Ryl had slowed their pace as they approached the first of the battlefields. A mixture of men and horses shared the awful, tragic fate, their bodies left to rot atop the churned soil. The unmistakable stench of death grew in intensity. With a blast of wind, he chased the carrion birds away from their grim work. The ravages of time, weather and the feasting creatures had concealed any evidence of their identities. Set well back from the road, a line of hastily constructed graves were denoted by sticks marking their positions.

      “They buried their dead, left the rest to rot,” Paasek grumbled. “The benefit of opportunity and numbers.”

      Ryl understood the sickening truth. The bodies that remained above the soil were likely left there with intent. The disgraced fallen would be afforded no mercy even in death. These were likely all soldiers who’d followed Le’Dral or citizens now caught in the crossfire of a revolution that had been brewing for over one thousand cycles.

      Though thankfully few in number, signs of the skirmishes continued for much of their travel. He lost count of the number of bodies left to rot in the sun. The malfeasance extended even to the dead. The greed and the hatred it bred among those who followed, resistant to the change that had come, were deep. An infection that would require a lengthy treatment before an acceptance was reached.

      Nightfall found them just off the shores of the Stillwater Lake. Paelec and Millis had scouted ahead while the remainder of the party waited eagerly for their chance to rest. It wasn’t long before the pair returned, bringing the news that they expected.

      “The camp is empty,” Millis noted as he swung down from his horse. The lieutenant rubbed his legs, working out the cramps and soreness that remained after days atop the mount. “There’s no sign of a struggle, though those who were here left in a hurry.”

      “Aye, we’ll rest in shifts,” Ryl commanded. “We’re more than halfway to the Erlyn. I hesitate to wait longer than necessary. I want to be under the boughs of her trees at first light.”

      The lieutenant nodded as he returned to his duties among the group. Their camp was established with the practiced precision of the miles they’d traveled together. The night was mild, another few hours under the stars wouldn’t have been an issue, yet the thought of resting indoors on the raised pallets that lined the walls of the newly constructed common house, no matter how short the stay, was a comforting consideration.

      As usual, the Lei Guard took care of their own necessities, sleeping in a circular formation well away from the rest of the group. They spoke nothing of their concern, accepting their rations without thanks or concern. Ryl and the phrenics maintained a constant watch over their number, though they’d not moved to harm them.

      Ryl’s orders had been concrete. His control over the darkness, over their rule, for the moment was unquestioned. He had little fear of their blades or emotions.

      He walked silently around the outskirts of their camp not long after they had settled down for the abbreviated rest. The small morsel of rations was hard yet chewy at the same time. He longed for the taste of palatable food.

      The moon was high, yet the waxing crescent provided little illumination over the rolling landscape that surrounded the small work camp. The placid waters of the lake reflected a perfect image of the lights burning in the sky above, giving a confusing sense of presence as the sky mirrored the ground.

      Ryl had spent a few moments with their wounded. Lenu was conscious and surprisingly in good spirits, though he could see the lines of concern written across her face. They had tended to the wound as best they could, though it would need the steady hands and tutelage of a mender to properly heal.

      “She’s going to be just fine,” Pater beamed as he updated Ryl on his patient’s condition. The youth, with the aid of the unawakened, had busied himself tending to the injured Vigil commander. She was his constant charge. Ryl had allowed one of the others out with the phrenics at a time.

      Their training had continued when time allowed for it. Experience gained learning control over the shared skills of the phrenic order—the conveyance of emotions and the mindsight—was largely a solitary pursuit. Ryl had toiled for countless hours during his moons of recovery, practicing the skills. At that point, he had little understanding of the true powers that lurked in his veins. He hoped that those unawakened, under the council of phrenic masters, all steeped from birth in the lore of their order, would find an easier grasp of the skills.

      “You’ve done well, my friend. Jeffers will no doubt find a willing apprentice,” Ryl noted as the youth beamed with pride. Ryl had noted the swelling alexen in the youngster’s veins. With every passing day, the glow of his signature in his mindsight increased. A look of confusion quickly replaced the appreciation for the compliment.

      “Mender Jeffers is one of my closest friends,” Ryl added. “He’s tended to my wounds more times than I care to remember. We’ll see him soon. We’ll make the forest on the morrow.”

      “Thank you, Ryl,” Pater answered politely. Though the pride swelled on his face, there was a hesitance to his response that was hard to disguise. His eyes darted between him and Lenu as the uncertainty stopped the words.

      Ryl let a focused wave of comforting emotion wash over the child. His posture straightened; the hesitance seemed to evaporate with the liberating sensation.

      “Thank you for everything,” he blurted out as if the words burst through the dam that held them in. The more they flowed, the steadier, more confident they became. “For saving me from the horrid lords. For bringing me with you. For everything.”

      Ryl smiled as his eyes locked onto Pater’s.

      “There are no thanks necessary, though I appreciate the sentiment,” he answered. “We were lucky to be in an opportune place at the right time. It’s something anyone should have done. No one man, woman, nor child should be exposed to the horrors that have been heaped on the tributes for a millennium. I was once a child like you. You’ll find the family waiting for you in the Erlyn will accept and love you unconditionally.”

      Ryl stretched for a moment, working the kinks out of his legs and back.

      “As you’ve heard, we’ll soon be leaving the Kingdom of Damaris behind,” he continued.

      “Good,” Pater interrupted. “Let the kingdom burn.”

      The words exited his lips with a force that was both surprising, yet entirely justified. Without the uncertainty and torture of the black carriage, his anger had been allowed to fester and grow. Ryl grinned at the youth.

      “Until very recently, I too shared that emotion,” Ryl added. “Though you’ve seen little but evil in this world, trust me when I say that there is still good left in it. It struggles to maintain the crushing weight of the darkness. If kind hearts like yours turn to hatred, it will doom it to fail. You’ll learn in time, and it will be the most painful lesson there is.”

      Ryl patted the boy on his shoulder as he moved to continue his patrols of the silent camp.

      “Remind me one day to tell you the story of how Andr and I met,” Ryl added as he bade the youth farewell. “For now, take good care of Lenu. Keep to the carriage.”

      He nodded at the captain. A small weak smile cracked her lips. They had managed to stop the bleeding, yet her face was pale. The strength that she embodied in her compact frame seemed to have sapped with the injury.

      The camp was eerily still as he stalked through its midst. The newly reconstructed common house, true to Captain Le’Dral’s word, had been built with far greater care. He allowed a small fire to burn inside, yet none of the flickering glow escaped through the cracks in the paneled walls.

      The party had traveled together for days, crossing more than half the expanse of the kingdom. Ryl’s body, mind and spirit cried out for rest. Exhaustion had seeped into every fiber of his being. He longed for the chance to enter the Lei Guard into the care of the Erlyn, for the temporary reprieve it would give him from the needling darkness within.

      Ryl’s eyes scanned the horizon in the distance. Through the cloaking darkness of the night, a dull orange glow wavered in the distance. He could feel the anger welling within his body, igniting the heat that surged through his veins. The warmth of the agitation overpowered the chill of the darkness that covered his body.

      The Erlyn burned unabated.

      Her cries of agony had swelled as the miles between them and the ancient woods shrank.

      There was little she could do alone to prevent the flames from consuming the trees. The thoughts of what was occurring less than twenty-five miles to the north consumed him. Either the ones who remained inside the forest were too few, or the fire starters were too proficient, too numerous to contain.

      Ryl realized the precarious position the woods provided. Though the forest would allow none to enter her midst, there was little she could do to physically defend herself more than a few meters beyond her borders. The forces inside the woods would find themselves in the position now of stopping the spread of the flames or planning a coordinated attack against a force that likely dwarfed theirs.

      From what Ryl knew, there were only three phrenics among the group that remained. Though Taq’s lightning could scorch a devastating path through the army, he would tire quickly. Ghen’s and Rhoane’s arrows would wreak havoc from above, their blades just as lethal, yet in the end it was likely not enough. They would need assistance.

      Ryl hoped that they would reach them in time.

      He struggled internally with the decision to stop, to rest their weary horses. Their supplies distributed across the backs of the newly commissioned packhorses that brought up the rear of their caravan had run dangerously thin. For days they had rationed the food stocks amongst their numbers. The overwhelming hunger did little to satiate the weariness that consumed them all.

      Finally the end was in sight.

      Uncertainty now loomed. He knew not what force waited at the outskirts of the woods. He knew nothing of the state of the forest. He’d seen the trails of smoke rising into the sky for days. Would there be a forest left to save by the time they arrived?

      What of the unawakened? What of the Lei Guard suspended by the trees in the deadened center of the woods?

      The uncertainties were enough to drive him mad.

      He had no idea who remained in command of the forces hidden away in the fabled woods. There had been no signs of Le’Dral. The remnants of battles that they’d passed along the road to the north told the tales of defense against the forces of the kingdom, giving him hope that the captain had survived. Cipri, Lord Eligar’s captain who had remained with the limited contingent of House Eligar’s troops, had proven himself to be more than competent. He longed to see his friends.

      Winds of resistance had blown the fires of change that he’d sparked back upon them.

      Whether they approved or not, change had come.
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      The evening slipped quietly into the still hours of the night. Ryl reluctantly accepted the end of his shift, though he knew only a scant few moments of rest would come. Patrolling silently in the dark had proved thankfully fruitless, allowing far too much opportunity for the devious thoughts to brood in his mind.

      He struggled with the horrors that inserted themselves freely into his consciousness. The terrain around him was still, devoid of any movement, human, phrenic or otherwise, yet his mind flashed with images of disarray. He replayed his encounters with the Horde. The desperation that had cut through his clouded mind as they crawled through the Outlands. The sheer frustration and overwhelming exhaustion at the battle before the Prophet’s Tree. The utter hopelessness and disgust as he, with the few phrenics at his side, held the hopes of the kingdom with their blades.

      His mind churned with the uncertainty of the moment. He struggled to force his imagination from running away with what they would find in the light of the morning. He could feel the influence of the darkness brooding inside. Its tendrils of blackness flavored his thoughts, tainted his mind with images of destruction, disquieted his thoughts with insecurities.

      Around him waited an army with the force to stand toe-to-toe with the greatest armies in the history of the kingdom. The morning would bring what the morning would bring. Preparation would only get them so far.

      The ever-evolving situations that surrounded blades being crossed would dictate the nature of the day. He was under no illusion that they would make it through without bloodshed.

      Death was certain.

      Justice was due.

      Long overdue.

      Ryl had little fear of any coordinated assault from their rear. Signs of the cavalry following in their wake would have been impossible to hide on the dusty road. The terrain to the east of the lazy, winding river was rolling, broken by a few stands of trees; travel there would be bogged down by the wild fields and bushes. The cavalry had scattered before the charge of the Lei Guard within the cramped dead remains of Cadsae Proper. There was no telling how far the horses, given their heads, would have carried their riders, or more likely run after unseating them.

      Even if a force did pursue them, they were likely a day behind. Ryl and his companions had pushed hard, though they’d taken frequent breaks to switch as many of the mounts as possible from the herd that trailed in their wake. He laid his head down on his pack with little worry, breathing easily as he looked up at the cloudless sky overhead.

      An infinite sea of stars returned his gaze. They sparkled as they watched with attention on the act they were privy to. They would miss the excitement, the devastation that morning would bring. Memories colored his vision of the work camps. There were times of mild enjoyment spent inside the dilapidated structures, yet most just elicited a sense of regret and sadness. The camp here at Stillwater had been razed in the flames that had been ignited to take his life. He’d spent enough nights sleeping on the cold, hard ground. One more was not going to cause him any stress. He was not alone; Cavlin rested a few meters away, sword in hand. Cray, to his credit, had joined him under the night sky.

      He felt the weight of the darkness that grew in him pressing down on him as he focused on the alexen within his veins. He could feel the voracity of their response, though the sensations that followed in their wakes were dulled, muffled by the fog of shadow. Like the constricting of his vision, the darkness robbed the full influence of his internal environment. For a few moments he gasped for air as if there were a body pressing down directly on his chest.

      Ryl sat upright with a start as his breathing returned to some sense of normalcy. A few meters to his side, Cavlin rose to an elbow from where he rested. Even from a lounging position, the guard looked ominous, like a coiled viper waiting to strike.

      “You alright, Ryl?” the guard whispered as he scanned their surroundings with his cautious gaze.

      “Aye, thank you,” he replied.

      “Brings back memories, doesn’t it?” Cavlin continued. Ryl nodded in response as he settled back to his side. “It seems like it was an eternity ago. There was always something about you that was different. You’ve changed much since you first walked out those gates.”

      Ryl eyed the soldier curiously. The infrequent casual conversation was not the norm with the ever-prepared guard.

      “I suppose we all have,” he responded softly. “The world’s left us little choice. Either adapt, learn to stay afloat, or be swept away in the tides of change.”

      “Just following your lead, my friend,” Cavlin noted as he too settled himself back on his bedroll. His sword remained firmly in his grip. “’Bout time the kingdom’s taking notice.”

      With his final word, the conversation ended. Ryl had learned early on with his relationship with Andr not to push the true nature of silence. He never pressed his friends for information, letting them choose the timing of their tales. Though the curiosity that surrounded the guard was indelible, it lived to see another morning. With a sigh, he forced his eyes shut.

      The battle with the darkness that roiled inside did little to give him rest. When sleep did finally take him, it was marred by visions nearly as potent as the waking dreams that had embattled his mind.

      In slumber, there was a distinct shift in the images that flashed into view. The scenes shifted from memories that were clearly his own to scenes that were entirely foreign. Vast sweeping landscapes, very clearly that of the Outlands, appeared with increasing frequency. He could feel the dry heat parch his lips as the desolate landscape stretched on endlessly. Stands of gnarled trees were nestled in between jagged ridges, far taller than those he recalled from his journey with Andr.

      In some visions, he was alone, standing against the monochromatic background of burnt orange. Nothing moved in any direction save for the gentle push of the winds that jostled his hair, pushing the  strands across his face. The wind carried an unmistakable odor, mixed in with the dust in its grasp.

      Death, rot and decay.

      The stench of the Horde.

      The recurring nightmares that had disturbed the sleep of his youth had grown with increasing frequency as they’d approached The Stocks. The darkness of the space underneath the Pining Gate would forever be scarred. Crossing the finite line of blackness always involved some pain. It was a potent line of demarcation, one that separated the carefree joy of his youth from the torture that had defined nearly half of his young life. Every passing made it easier, yet now he saw it for what it was. Merely an aging construct of a kingdom that was no more.

      In his dreams, like he had countless times before, he stood before the darkened maw of the massive gate. Both heavy wooden panels were ajar, though no light filtered out from the interior. Ryl felt his body approach, step after step without hesitation. The darkness rolled with motion, ever increasing as he moved closer. He could see the claws of the hands that pressed out against the solid wall of blackness. The vicious imprint of faces stretched the darkness outward before fading back into the void. He waited for the paralyzing feeling of dread to stop him in his tracks, yet onward he pushed.

      The fear never materialized. In its absence a second, unexpected sensation brewed. It began as nothing more than a tingle, though with every step the feeling swelled until it pulsed through every fiber of his being. Contrary to the fear, it drew him inward, pulling him toward the black void before him. The countless disturbances that rippled across the wall of shadow reduced to one solitary figure. The dreams of his youth had been terrorized by malicious intent; the claws in the shadow had struck out, seeking blood. The solitary figure that now remained seemed to be welcoming him with open arms.

      Without warning, the image faded into another vision of a windswept wasteland. Unlike the previous images his mind had explored, in this one, he was far from alone. There was no mistaking the landscape, though he could have been anywhere in the uncharted midst. Countless eyes stared back at him from the innumerable Horde that blanketed the ground in every direction. Ryl moved through their midst without pausing. He felt no fear as he passed among them. The demons parted as he moved, leaving a small ring of free space around him.

      Though the terrain was foreign, there was an inexplicable sensation of familiarity that covered the scene. None made a sound as he crossed through their mass. Responding to a command he never felt nor issued, the Horde before him parted, opening the view of the landscape that stretched into the distance. The jagged rock ridges that had defined many of his other visions had flattened into a trampled rolling terrain, though the landscape sloped downward. Ahead, just at the extent of his vision, a curious landmark came into view.

      A massive circular crater sank into the charred ground. The far edge of the ring was lost in the distance as the details blurred into the horizon. There was an unmistakable pull drawing him toward the unexpected feature. A disturbing wave of welcome, alike that of the phrenics’ call yet darker, surged through him. He relished the natural feeling of warmth that swelled through him any time he neared another with alexen in their veins. He felt the shock of the sensation, much like the memory of plunging into the icy waters of the pool at the base of the falls in Tabenville. It wasn’t death that welcomed him now.

      Ryl’s eyes opened, blinking the sleep away. He could hear the muted voices around him conversing in hushed tones as they broke camp. He sat up at the sound of approaching footsteps. The cadence of the steps was telling; the image cutting through the gloom confirmed that which he already knew. Andr stopped, greeting him with a smile.

      “We’re almost ready,” Andr whispered. The mercenary approached, offering his hand to help Ryl to his feet.

      “No signs of any pursuit?” Ryl quizzed as he accepted the assistance. The respite had been brief, only a matter of hours and interrupted by the nearly constant stream of dreams, yet he felt a measure of rest that he hadn’t felt in days. Physically, his body felt rejuvenated, yet the chill and the confusing sensations of the dreamworld he’d just exited still lingered.

      “None. It’s been quiet,” Andr replied, brushing at the dirt that had collected on Ryl’s arm. “Paelec and Millis ranged a few miles to the north. If there were any scouts from the army ahead, they were well hidden. They seemed to be preoccupied.”

      Even in the low light of the moon and stars, he could see the discomfort clearly written across the mercenary’s face. Together they walked to the others waiting with their mounts. To the north, the wavering glow of the fires in the distance still burned, though the flickering aura was disrupted by the shadows of the Lei Guard, who waited motionlessly on their horses.

      Ryl rode again at the head of the party, a few lengths behind the wall of Lei Guard. The clot of dust that rose in their wake choked the air. He had quickly given up wiping off the layer of grime that formed on his exposed skin though he tugged up on the collar of his cloak, breathing through the sturdy, yet breathable fabric. The icy waters of the river that burbled quietly at their side were inviting, though it would have to wait. There were long hours in the saddle ahead of them, followed by what would likely be a bloody morning.

      With every passing mile, the true extent of the fires grew more evident. More devastating. Though they could see little definition of the forest ahead, the front of flames stretched across wide sections of the forest’s edge. In the background, light flickered off the massive statue of Taben the Defender, giving hints of his still form towering overhead.

      Ryl urged the party onward with as much speed as he deemed safe. He’d made the journey along the solitary road that bisected The Stocks more times than he could count. Even in the low light, he recognized the telltale landmarks and features of the terrain that he’d worked by hand for cycles. The road was thankfully flat and well worn. With few wagons travelling its track, it was relatively smooth and free of the massive ruts that plagued other roads throughout the kingdom.

      He carried a small sense of remorse, though the sensation was nothing more than a whisper under the raging of the icy darkness that enveloped his body. The wagon ride from Cadsae to Tabenville had been an excruciating event. His friends rode in far more luxury, yet being endlessly jostled was no doubt granting no reprieve to the wounded Lenu secured within its plush carriage.

      Ryl had never given much thought to the gently rolling, fertile hills of The Stocks. As they crested the low rise of each, he cursed the next, as it prevented any clear view of the woods beyond. The light rising from the horizon in the distance swelled as they closed in upon their destination. They cut through palpable waves of emotion that hung low in the air, trapped in the narrow valleys between the rolling hills. The Erlyn wept in agony.

      It cried out for succor.

      The animosity, the sheer unfiltered anger, ignited in Ryl’s body. He scanned the group that now rode closely in his wake. The phrenics remained in a wedge with Ryl forming the vanguard. Only Vox and Paelec remained in the rear with the herd of horses that followed their command. Andr rode at the head of the wagon only meters behind the forward group of phrenics. Cavlin rode to one side, Millis on the other. The other formed an inner wall flanking the sides of the carriage. Though a thin line of Lei Guard formed a perimeter ten meters or so wide, where the road ran close to the water, they rode within arm’s reach of each other. It was an ominous proposition, yet none voiced their concern.

      Their focus was intense. The raging fires that swelled in the distance urged them onward with a common goal. Ryl struggled to stifle the nagging worry that threatened to derail the hope that remained within him. He could feel the agitation of the alexen charging through his veins, a muffled tingle that covered his skin. His vision constricted as the darkness locked onto the primary target in the distance. Even in the darkness of the deep night, he could see the hatred pulsing off the Lei Guard riding at their front and flanks.

      Signal fires from atop the palisades’ guard towers had been an incessant companion through the early portion of their journey. Their flames had leapt high into the sky as a warning, igniting at the first signs of their approach on Cadsae Proper. Over the night, they had failed. In many cases, the flames sputtered out, igniting again in short, weak bursts. Only a few still burned, though the presence of their flames was reduced to nothing more than a feeble glow.

      They had encountered no scouts along the trail. The entrenched army had evidently been swayed by the age-old premonition that The Stocks were impenetrable. It was their forces who manned the wall. Only moons earlier, they had held against the might of the numberless army of demons from the wastes of the Outlands. Most had seen nothing of the battle before the gate save for the carnage, the gory aftermath that was piled in the avenue. It was true, tales of the prowess of the few who stood in defense of the walls told of their skill, yet it was a tale far too outlandish to believe.

      For many of those who’d already made up their mind regarding the future of the kingdom, believing the incredible stories that circulated was unlikely. Not seeing the events firsthand no doubt shaped the judgment they had already rendered.

      Ryl felt his lips curl into an uncomfortable snarl as the chill deepened. They would soon realize the tragic folly of their beliefs. They would pay for the pain they’d wrought on the ageless forest. His gaze travelled to his tattooed left arm. Though he felt the disgust and annoyance at the sight he viewed, the feelings seemed detached from his body. His will and the body seemed to be pulling in different directions. Darkness coated nearly all of his arm. His fingers were stained down to his knuckles. The sun, streaked with lines of black that burned around his elbow, was reduced to little more than a shriveled orb the size of his fist. Its condensed power rolled with motion, though it was losing the battle with the darkness that threatened to snuff it from existence.

      He motioned to Ramm, who rode a few meters behind, pulled the hood back from over his head, turning his face to meet the gaze of his phrenic companion. The look that crossed the phrenic’s face, though gone within a flash, was telling. Even hidden underneath the shadow of his hood, concealed by the darkness of the night, it was clear.

      Concern was undeniable.

      His hands tightened over the hilt of the massive war hammer that was draped across his lap.

      “Ryl, the end is in sight,” he offered. His words were flavored with a blast of emotion. The strength of the sensation was palpable. He felt the hairs of his arm stand tall as the wave washed over his skin. Though he recognized the outward gesture, all but fleeting remains penetrated the chill that had consumed his body.

      Ryl flashed a quick, pained smile at his companion. His friend.

      “Thank you for the effort, Ramm,” he muttered. His voice was sincere, yet carried an air of defeat. “There is little you can hide from me, my friend. The look on your face is telling, though I know it bears no ill will. It is still I who controls my body. The power, the Lei Guard, responds to me and me alone. I needn’t see the reflection of my face to feel the darkness that stains my skin.”

      Ramm’s gaze remained locked on him. With a steady, yet pained motion, his hands rose to his face, pulling the cape back from his head. Ryl stared in a mix of shock and amazement at his friend as his naked face showed in the dull light of the moon and stars. In the history of his recollection, this was the first time that he’d seen the phrenic’s face removed from the cover of his hood outside the private chambers of the Hall of Phrenics.

      With his face bared to the world, he did little to hide the emotion from his expression. Ramm was imbued with the strength of a mountain, yet pain and concern melted the stony features of his face. The discomfort was etched into his very being.

      “Stay with me, Ryl,” Ramm muttered. The words stoked the agony in him as they escaped his lips. In one way or the other he’d shared a bond with all among the meager expedition that slipped silently from the safety of Vim in the still of night. Among all, there were two whose losses stung the deepest. “Even without the hood, the stains on your skin would be noticeable, creeping up your neck. This kingdom has been awarded more sacrifices than it has proven worthy to accept. Do not let yourself become another one. You control the end to this darkness. We are close; do not let it destroy you when the end is so near.”

      Ryl stared into the depth of his friend’s eyes for a matter of moments. The horses, the caravan around them plodded forward as the understanding they shared was internal. He felt the resounding answer from the alexen in his veins. It pulsed with wave after wave of energy though it did little to disturb the chill that covered his body.

      “Aye. Far more than they deserve.” Ryl sighed. “Let us do what needs to be done.”

      Ryl broke his eye contact with his friend. The darkness inside his body screamed in defiance and disgust as the depth of emotion in the phrenic’s eyes struck a chord within. The compassionate feelings were frozen, washed away by the overwhelming sense of vicious anger, hatred and the urge to draw blood.

      Ramm slipped the hood back over his face, hiding his eyes in darkness. The massive phrenic turned his head to the north, though he remained riding at Ryl’s side. From a few meters back, Paasek moved up, joining ranks with his companions. His eyes, too, catalogued the stains on Ryl’s skin.

      He needn’t see his eyes to understand the similar feelings of concern that oozed from his friend. Hidden in the depth of the emotions was pity. The feeling, though well disguised beneath the powerful emotions, was sickening. He felt his stomach lurch, twist at the offending sense.

      “I’ve come to peace with what destiny has in store,” Ryl groaned. “There is more blood on these hands than water or time will erase. The prophecy has wrung with a note of truth, yet is still not etched in stone. We yet stand upon the blade’s edge. I intend to finish what’s been started.

      “No matter the cost.”
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      Overhead, the sky was awash with the violet hues of the retreating night. The sun had yet to crest the top of the mighty stone palisade to the east, yet its rays pushed the darkness ever further to the west.

      It was the raging fires that lightened the terrain with the unnatural glow of the day.

      They had stopped their advance just outside a half mile from the edge of the woods. The sights that had been resolving with sickening clarity over the last miles were beyond appalling. Though their vision of the front of the forest in many places was blocked by the rolling hills, it appeared that fire covered the entire edge of the woods.

      The flames danced high into the air as they feasted on the wood of the living forest. The Erlyn screamed in agony, begging for mercy. Her cries were desperate.

      Ryl’s gaze hardened as he focused on the encampment of soldiers between their position and the forest. The occasional arrow, alight with flame, streaked through the sky as they maintained a steady bombardment into the ancient woods. The laughter of the men floated in the air. Each note stung his ears. Taunting tones floated in the breeze as the army reveled in the destruction of the forest that protected their quarry.

      The fires were worse than he expected. For a moment, it was a feeling of utter hopelessness that pushed him nearly to the brink of giving in. The dredges of humanity had set the woods ablaze, seeking to burn out the last semblance of resistance. A rebellion that stood against the greed that had choked the progress of the kingdom for generations.

      The energy that coursed through his body as his hands closed around the Leaves paled in comparison to the inferno that raged inside him. He held the blades to each side, though the burning edges for the moment remained dormant. Ryl searched frantically for signs of the phrenics and tributes within the woods. His eyes scoured the flames for any signs of motion from the forest’s front. For those who attempted to douse the flames.

      Had they abandoned the woods? The fact that the army remained hinted that their prey was still elusive. They aimed to burn them out. At least some were sure to survive, though it was impossible to gauge.

      As long as there were those who still lived, nothing would stand in their path. There would be salvation.

      There would be retribution.

      He squeezed his eyes shut as he responded to the dramatic plea from the woods. Her agonized wail remained constant. His messages were lost to her. Clouded by the overpowering darkness and pain. Ryl felt his body quiver uncontrollably as his anger overpowered the fevered, bloodthirsty demands of the shadows that infested his body. It silenced the animated cries of the alexen, who expressed no qualms about vengeance for the atrocity playing out before them.

      “I see no signs of resistance.” Paasek’s voice was pained as he gasped. The ancient woods were woven throughout the fabric of the knowledge that had survived, hidden away in the city of Vim. The legendary forest had protected the phrenics before in the distant past. It had harbored them over the recent moons. The anguish written across his face was potent. “They fear nothing of an assault from the rear. There was no disguising the cloud of our arrival.”

      “They are intoxicated on the joy of the destruction they’ve wrought,” Ryl growled. “They’ve learned nothing from the events of the past few moons. Inconvenient lessons taught by reality have been disregarded for the passive misconceptions of the ages that have stretched before them.”

      Ryl let his vision roll over the assembled soldiers. The massed forces were camped in a loose arrangement of tents that clogged the middle of the road. Much of the first half dozen rows of the orchard, the trees that had provided the training ground for Ryl’s budding skills as he recovered, had been cleared. Clothing of all sorts was suspended from the branches or draped over rope lines stretched between the remaining trees as the soldiers enjoyed the comforts of clean clothing after the dusty march.

      On his orders, the wedge of the Lei Guard had paused in formation along the road before them. The light of day had yet to spill into The Stocks. The wall of black-cloaked warriors provided a cover of shadow from any in the camp who might glance in their direction. He could feel the excitement, stained by the blackness of the hatred and the urge for bloodshed, as it oozed from the waiting warriors. They obeyed his command, yet with every passing moment he could feel their number straining at the emotional leash that held them in check.

      Disrupted by the raging fires that they watched with gleeful attention, the impaired night vision of those within the army would likely allow them to remain unnoticed until it was too late. It was a grim thought that rolled through his mind.

      It was already too late for them.

      He pivoted in his saddle, viewing the remainder of his companions behind. All had stopped within earshot, watching the unfolding scene with varying degrees of horror.

      “They’ve paid no mind to the signs of our approach,” Ryl commented. “They command the only means of entrance to the Erlyn. What remains of the forces that remained here would have retreated to the safety of the woods. In their mind, only reinforcements will ride in numbers from the south. It appears that we did in fact meet the entirety of their cavalry in the streets of Cadsae Proper.”

      He pondered the situation for a moment before continuing.

      “They aren’t too different from the Horde,” he muttered.

      He let the comment sink in for a moment before he continued. He witnessed the spark of understanding, of comprehension, flash across his companions’ faces. Their eyes roved the several thousand spread out across the terrain of The Stocks before them. Fires burned relentlessly along the edge of the forest. Rows of the orchards had been clear-cut, used liberally in the bonfires that dotted their camps. They stretched out in each direction along the face of the ancient woods. Burning like signal fires for the divisions of troops who surrounded their warmth. They reached far into the distance both to the east and west. Sporadic streaks of light raced through the sky as the barrage of flaming arrows continued. A makeshift bridge spanned the lazy waters of the river just outside the edge of the camp before them.

      “They believe in strength above all else and the misconception that follows closely in its wake,” Ryl growled. “They have numbers far superior to anything Le’Dral could muster, even with the full complement of Lord Eligar’s troops and the Vigil. Superiority, strength comes in numbers alone for them. It’s time we teach them the fallacy of their beliefs. This will be the final lesson for most.”

      Ramm gripped the handle of his war hammer in his hands, wringing them slowly over the heavy metal shaft. Paasek’s massive blade whispered as it slipped from its sheath.

      “The Lei Guard will divide their number before we reach the camp,” Ryl ordered. “They ride to the east and west. The phrenics will clear the path to the mouth of the Erlyn. I want the carriage to continue forward; do not stop until you’ve reached the safety of the forest stronghold. Rally any you can find there.”

      None voiced complaints to his orders. The flames of the forest burned, flickering reflections in their eyes. All had weapons bared.

      “Come,” Ryl growled. “Drive them into the flames they celebrate.”

      Ryl squeezed his eyes shut again as he turned to face the forest. With a thought darkened by the animosity and hatred that burned through him, he issued the orders to the black-cloaked warriors at their front.

      They were to show no mercy to those who stood in their way, yet they were not to give chase to any who fled. He knew the bloodshed would be severe, their deaths resting solely on him.

      The alexen in his veins, though muted by the shroud of shadow, voiced their acceptance.

      It started as a walk. For a few meters, the horses moved in sluggish unison as the rest of the party matched their speed. With every step, their pace increased. A little over half a mile separated them from the edge of the encampment. Only a few hundred meters spanned the gap between the army and the forest.

      By the time they had closed half of the distance to the army, they had reached their full speed. The thunder of the horses’ hooves on the ground rolled across The Stocks, alerting the camp to their coming. Ryl noted the heads turning in their direction, eyes straining into the night as a wall of shadow raced at them from the darkness. The Lei Guard were feared for their ruthless loyalty to the kingdom. None but a fool with a death wish would raise arms against the might of the king.

      Only a hundred meters remained between their charge and the army. Heads popped from tents, viewing the disturbance with sleepy eyes. The flights of flaming arrows had ceased as the attention swung to their approach. Ryl issued the command to the Lei Guard.

      With his vision altered by the haze of the darkness from within, Ryl watched the shock wave of emotion race over the ground before them. It pushed onward, crashing through their numbers like a tsunami washing over the helpless shore. Men buckled under the devastating weight of the assault. The wedge of Lei Guard parted, allowing the phrenics with their companions close at hand to surge through.

      A wave of hope, faint yet unmistakable, registered from the forest at their front.

      Ryl’s mindsight snapped into view unbeckoned.

      The glow that appeared was undeniable.

      Phrenics. Unawakened. The solid mass seethed inside the darkened maw of the Erlyn.

      Ryl’s voice roared from his lips. No notes of the alexen powered his cry. There was no hint of the feral howl of the Horde. His voice was his own. The anger brewed from within his own consciousness. It was pained. It was personal.

      The blade in his right arm exploded with life with a gout of green flame.
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      The tide of hatred that choked the air was dense. Ryl felt his horse struggling through the thickness as they surged forward toward the encamped army. To both sides the Lei Guard parted, angling to the east and to the west. The wall of paralyzing emotion preceded the thunder of their horses’ hooves on the ground.

      The catastrophic crash of horses and blades against the unprepared army was sickening. There was little time for coherent alarms, though the pained wails and crush of the mounted Lei Guard into the soldiers was deafening.

      There was no time for Ryl to focus on the action to either side of his position. He barreled forward at a sprint, the wind swelling around his right arm like a tempest. He could feel the pressure building as the darkness wailed in giddy anticipation. Only a dozen meters before the edge of the camp, he could bear neither the excitement nor the mounting pressure any longer. With a roar of defiance, he slashed forward with the glowing green blade in his hand, releasing the wind that whipped around his body.

      An arc of fire ignited the air, highlighting the curve of the wind. The gust scythed into the unprotected rear of the camp centered in the road before the entrance to the ageless woods. Tents erupted into flames as the searing wall of air and flame ripped them to shreds. Men were tossed mercilessly into the air, raining down upon their companions.

      The large bonfire, centered in the middle of the road, was spared little of the wind’s animosity. The flames contorted, hissing as the wind threatened their very existence. Burning logs and embers exploded into the army spread out around the blaze.

      With a single stroke of his arm, Ryl had cleared much of the road before for the wagon to proceed. Their estimations had been correct. The army had no fear of retaliation from their rear. It was only now that the thoughts of the failure of the army at the Pining Gate registered in their minds.

      It was far too late to save them.

      They had assumed that the rising cloud of dust in the sky had signaled the return of their prized cavalry. More hands to join in the revelry of the burning forest. The signal fires, having burnt for days, no longer held the meaning that was reserved for the times of greatest need.

      Moments after Ryl’s winds razed the camp, the scream of arrows filled the air. At his side, Paelec released bolt after bolt, raining focused death into the masses of the army. Andr fired as fast as he could reload, yet his speed paled in comparison to the phrenic master.

      The command of the force at their front seemed to be centered in the middle of the dusty road leading into the darkness of the Erlyn. Bordering the edge of the river, much of their terrain was located to the west, set among the stumps of the once great orchard that dominated the landscape.

      A fireball crackled as if traced its smokey tangent through the air over his head. The projectile detonated as it struck the ground in the midst of the army massed to the west of the dusty track. Flames mixed with dirt and body parts as they were scattered into the air. Ryl felt the wave of heat rush over his body. He hardened the woodskin over his frame as he prepared for the particulate that would inevitably rain down over his body. It was only a moment before he registered the muted sting of the dirt and small chunks of stone. Through the animosity that fueled his charge and the effects of the woodskin, he barely noted the sensation. Yet his stomach twisted, as there was nothing he could do to ignore the origin of the nondescript chunks of charred flesh that slapped into his body.

      With the Lei Guard moving like a deadly wave out to either side, the effects of their initial emotional assault diminished rapidly. Ryl was the first to break through the staggered line into the camp, though his phrenic companions were only a few meters to either side. He had little need for the speed that lingered in his veins. The burning blade lashed out, its green fire searing the air as it passed through the torso of the first guard in his path. There was a sickening crunch of bones to his left as Ramm’s war hammer struck its first victim. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the body, limp, tossed like a ragdoll as it careened into its companions before ending up in a bloody splash in the shallows of the river. To his opposite side, Paasek’s great sword dealt death in disturbing numbers.

      With every meter they advanced, their progress slowed. Blood soaked the horses’ flanks as they ran down any in their way, yet they were bogged down in the crush of humanity. A second fireball detonated in the distance to their left. It shattered the clot of soldiers mounting a rally along the edge of the river. The screams of the arrows overhead were endless.

      In the absence of the paralyzing emotion, the guards who faced their charge were afforded a choice. Out from behind the wall of black-cloaked warriors, they could see the foe who had fallen on them from the darkness. Orders now mixed with the screams of the dying. Some ran, yet many turned to fight. At the opposite edge of the encampment, the archers had pivoted; their deadly bolts were now aimed at them.

      Ryl felt his mount lurch under him. With a pained whinny the beast stumbled, listing hopelessly to the side. Its hooves dug grooves into the ground as it struggled to slow its movement. He only had a moment to react yet it was time enough. As the horse toppled to the ground, he sprang from its body to his right, angling himself behind Ramm’s horse, which careened further into the middle of the camp. Clogged with the guards as it was, there was little room for a controlled roll to bring him quickly to his feet. He hardened the woodskin over the entirety of his body, choosing instead to use himself as a weapon. The crust formed immediately; the sensation of incredible weight covered him as he felt his body plummet to the earth.

      The impact with the hard-packed soil was jarring, but little compared to the devastation he wrought. A disturbing snapping of bones mixed with bloodcurdling screams as he barreled into the legs of the unlucky guards in his path. Ryl let the woodskin fade as the force of his terrible avalanche slowed. He had pitched his body to the left; his devastating progress had cut a line several meters deep through the guards into the center of the camp.

      As the woodskin cracked and faded, he surged to his feet. The innate agility flowed through his veins as he wrenched the second blade from his concealed holsters. The Leaves brightened as their combined fury crescendoed, raging with a searing green flame as they swelled in unison. Ryl found himself near the center of what was once the mighty bonfire of the camp. He could feel the heat radiating off the ground underfoot. Thin tendrils of smoke rose from the scattered chunks of burnt wood. Embers, still smoldering, glowed orange on the soil underfoot.

      With their prey seemingly in hand, the guards closest to him fell on his position with renewed vigor. The second charge of horses was close behind. In the distance, he heard Andr’s voice scream over the commotion as he angled toward his defense.

      Ryl spun his body rapidly as he fended off the first feeble attempt to end his life. A shower of sparks and embers lifted into the air, rotating around him as they caught in the swirling wind that began pulling around his body.

      The second attacker fared worse than the first. A horrific, partially cauterized wound nearly split the man in twain. Life drained from his eyes, and blood leaked, sputtering from his lips, gushing like a river from the fatal wound across his torso. Death followed his every strike.

      His anger swelled as he moved throughout the circle, defending against the tragically outclassed guardsmen who sought to strike him down. Ryl had resisted the urges to dip into the speed. He felt little concern for his well-being from the forces that surrounded him.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the motion along the furthest line of troops. The charge of the phrenics and his companions’ had nearly stalled, though they had forced roughly three-quarters of the way through the entrenched force. The guards, charged by the incoherent belief in strength in numbers, threw themselves at his companions with hopeless abandon. They were cut down, crushed, or impaled in droves. Arrows whistled overhead, decimating targets of opportunity. Fireballs crackled as they passed by, detonating with indiscriminate fury among the army.

      Between thrusts and parries, Ryl watched the archers with a growing sense of trepidation. Phrenics, though skilled, were not immune to the deadly bolts. Already one had perished to the arrows of Damaris. He moved the crush of soldiers with ease toward the stalled remnants of his companions’ charge.

      He’d only managed a few meters when a light from the forest captured his eyes. Fires raged along the forest to either side of the entrance, yet the glow emanated from the darkened mouth of the woods. A dim glow swelled into a brilliant white aura. The hair on his arms stood erect as the air crackled with energy.

      He grinned as he understood what was to follow.

      The flash of light was blinding. Ryl ducked as he felt the disruption of the energy in the air. A violent crack sounded over the army as jagged bolts of electricity erupted from the mouth of the woods. The bolts of energy carved their way through the archers, scorching the arrows before they had the opportunity to fly from their bows.

      Projectiles streamed from the woods, the bolts punching through the bodies of those who’d only recently diverted their attention from the burning forest. He felt the unrefined wave of hope that rippled out from the woods as the figures burst from the shadowed mouth of the woods.

      The war cry that rose from the woods was as terrifying as it was inspiring. The cloaked figures of three hooded individuals were the first to break from the forest’s mouth. Behind them surged a ragtag army of both guards and unawakened. Ryl hesitated at the unfiltered wave of emotions that preceded their charge. Le’Dral, sword raised, led the assault from the darkened mouth of the forest.

      Caught between the unexpected, devastating charge of horses and the crush from the woods, the collective morale of the army faltered. The undefended archers that had massed furthest from Ryl’s charge had taken the brunt of the devastating lightning. The jagged bolts cut them down, punching holes through flesh, incinerating the bows and arrows. Those who remained standing reeled from the energy that crackled through the air. They struggled to turn to mount a defense.

      The sound of the collision between those from the forest and the army that had set the woods ablaze was deafening. The vengeance from the forest took on a devastating physical form as the warriors, who’d struggled to stem the tide of the fires for days, were now given the chance to enact the revenge they had so far been denied.

      Less than fifty meters separated Ryl from the unawakened, from Le’Dral and the soldiers from the forest. Ramm and Paasek were less than half that. Andr, Cavlin and the rest of the number with the wagon were pulling close to his rear. Though numbers still vastly favored the army, the will had sapped from many. Balls of fire exploded in their midst, and lightning ravaged soldiers with horrifying unnatural power. The will to fight waned, teetering on the edge of breaking.

      Ryl growled as he parried another strike. The battle was at a tipping point. Wind swirled around his body, growing rapidly into a gale that ripped around him. His phrenic cloak snapped in the wind. The darkness inside his body relished the splatter of blood that dotted his skin and clothing. It marveled in the death that he dealt, yet the tendrils that sought to wrest control of his mind were futile in their attempts. The animosity that raged inside him like an inferno seared the icy barbs of the darkness. This was his fight, not theirs.

      The wind around him swelled until he could no longer bear the strength. He slashed out with his blade and arm in a wide arc. A gout of green flame ignited in the air as it cut into the army. Those who encircled him took the brunt of the flame, yet the force of the wind carried much further. Men screamed in horror and pain as their clothing ignited. Their bones snapped from the devastating force of the assault as the wind ravaged their bodies, tossing them mercilessly into the air.

      To his left, the helpless guards were pitched into their companions, spilling their bodies across the hard-packed road and the remains of the orchard beyond. To his right, a hiss of steam preceded the heavy splashes as their bodies landed in the lazy current of the icy river that ran alongside the road.

      The will of the army broke.

      With his front now cleared for meters in all directions, Ryl wheeled on the soldiers who had made up the rear portion of the ring that encircled his position. Several had turned away, realizing the panic that had now spread among the remaining troops. The harsh, shouted commands of their officers urging them to fight had ceased, shuttered by the devastating losses they were incurring. Some tossed their weapons to the ground, raising their hands in the air, pleading with the victors for mercy. Many fled.

      As Ryl pivoted to address the threat at his rear, he could feel the ground rumble underneath his feet as the thunder of hooves swelled. Andr, his sword dripping with crimson, hacked his way into the faltering circle. Cavlin and Millis rode at his side. Whether the soldiers of the army still remained engaged in the fight or not, they were afforded no quarter. The horses skidded to a stop a few meters from his position.

      The fighting that had raged around them had devolved into a disorganized, hasty retreat. The road, only moments earlier clogged with humanity, was now clearing with a shocking speed. Bolts of lightning, fireballs and arrows continued to rain from the sky, falling with deadly precision.

      “See to Le’Dral,” Ryl barked as he pointed the flaming sword in his right hand toward the rolling battle at the entrance to the woods. Though their responses were only a flash, he noted the look of shock that registered across the faces of the guards. With nothing more than a nod, they spurred their mounts back into a gallop as they charged back into the fray.

      Andr’s gaze seemed to roll over Ryl’s body, searching for any apparent injuries. Both men seemed pleased that neither bore any signs of serious injury. The mercenary bled from several new locations on his legs and arms, yet he appeared no worse for wear.

      The fighting around their immediate location had nearly ceased. To the east, the surviving soldiers plunged into the river to escape the wrath of the devastating charge of Ryl’s companions. Flames and sparks still harrowed the forces to the west, yet the frequency had waned substantially. The air still crackled with errant electricity. The air choked with smoke, embers floated in the air. The deafening roar of the battle that waged around them, the clashing of steel against steel, the bloodthirsty cries of man devolved into screams of horror. The guards, intent on razing the ancient forest, were now in full panic. They ran for their lives, though they knew little of the fate that was in store for them.

      The Lei Guard were under specific orders to return once they reached the palisades. There was no chase to be given to any who ran, yet it took little imagination to envision the fate of those who stood in their way or were foolish enough to raise a blade or a bow at them.

      “Let’s get this wagon into the forest,” Ryl ordered as he scanned the rapidly devolving resistance around them. “I’ll clear the path to the woods.”

      There were a few scattered pockets where the fighting was still intense. Sandwiched between the force from the woods and the mounted phrenics, there was nothing for them to do but fight. As Cavlin and Millis stormed into the midst, there was little left for them to do. Those who refused to flee either fought to the death or threw themselves to the ground, begging for mercy. The towering frame of Zed loomed over the guards. Even in the dim light of the predawn moments, he could see the wicked snarl that pulled up on his lips. His lack of training and knowledge of the blade was apparent, yet he more than made up for it with sheer strength and ferocity.

      Ryl understood the anger that boiled through the unawakened man’s veins. It wasn’t long since he had been in a similar situation. The rage fueled by an unexpected strength and prowess was devastating. Any in the path of his wide swaths stood no chance. Around him other unawakened fought. They battled like banshees amid the ranks of Le’Dral’s disciplined guards and the Vigil.

      Ryl stalked down the middle, letting the winds swell as he moved. Bodies, bloodied and battered, clogged the road before him. Litter from the entrenched soldiers, tents shredded by the blades, spare uniforms trampled into the dirt by the thundering hooves of the horses were strewn everywhere. As he moved, the wind increased rapidly. What started out as a mild breeze tugging on the end of his cloak quickly became a tempest swirling around him with the vengeance of the phrenics.

      Whether they were alive, dead or clinging desperately to some stage in between, the bodies were tossed from the path by the force of the gale that ripped around him. The desperate sounds of battle, the creak of the wagon bumping along the road behind him were swallowed by the roaring of the wind in his ears. There were none left to stand in his way as he stormed toward his companions. Flames raged along the face of the woods to either side.

      By the time he reached the group before the entrance to the woods, the last of the fighting had ceased. Without a word, they parted before him, clearing a path for him as he removed the wreckage of the guards who littered the roadway. He paid little attention to the wide-eyed stares from some in the group, though largely most were focused on the retreat of the remaining elements of the army. With the road clear of the obstructions, he released the pent-up force of the wind into the air. The leaves of the great trees at the forest’s entrance rustled as he let the wash of air stream high above their tops.

      The ambient sounds that surrounded him were muffled; his ears rang from the roar of the storm that had torn around him. The sharp reports of steel clashing against steel grew sparse. He could hear the bellowing commands of Le’Dral as he ordered the troop at his disposal. Millis and Cavlin returned to the roles their previous stations demanded, accepting the captain’s orders willingly.

      For a moment, he stared into the depths of the woods before him. The blackness that shrouded the mouth of the woods was thick, yet not since before he met Da’agryn had the feelings been so disturbing. There was little left of the recognizable voice that had greeted him, comforted him as he moved through her midst. There was little humanity left in her agonized screams.

      A whisper from within snapped him from his momentary contemplation. The darkness inside him relished the pain. The shadows around the edges of his vision darkened as it fed off the pain that was pervasive. Ryl could feel her cries cutting through his brain, stabbing him with white-hot pokers, superheated in the flames that ravaged her limbs.

      The darkness, whether intentional or not, had poorly chosen the moment to assert itself. There was no joy in the pain of the ancient woods. All of Ryl’s being protested at the call. The alexen raged, though their anger paled in comparison to his own. It was the darkness that had corrupted those who had caused the blaze. Retribution had been paid in their blood.

      The darkness within would not suffer the insult without harm.

      Ryl moved steadily to the opening of the woods, angling toward the side of the opening. Though the periphery of his vision had been clouded by the shadows, his own focus was even more finite. He paid no mind to the weary and battered unawakened and the trained soldiers alike as he moved through their number. Brave defenders of the Erlyn had all paid some price in her defense. They were weary, their chests heaving in dramatic fashion as they continued to give their all for their cause. He paid no mind to the wind of carriage and horses passing only a few meters from his rear.

      All were swallowed by the blackened maw of the ancient forest.

      There was little to understand in the voice of the woods. Her emotions were all covered in a wash of agony. He stopped a step away from the massive tree that bordered the western edge of the entrance. He inhaled a few deep grounding breaths. The earth below him shuddered in pain. The bark was slick with moisture as if the forest itself was pouring its tears out through the wood. For a moment, he allowed himself to sink into the trap of the darkness that had reasserted its will over his body. Tears ran from his eyes as he wept for the plight of the forest that had nurtured him. She had presented him with a spark of hope when all else around him had seemed lost in a void of black.

      The icy stab of the tendril raced through his body as it sought to capitalize on his weakness.

      The emotion of compassion was a detested stain on the stain of its being. There was room only for strength. For hatred and for fear.

      Ryl felt the battle within his body rage. The revolt rippled through him as the fiery call of the alexen was smothered under the darkness and shadow.

      He gritted his teeth, squinting the tears from his eyes as the tipping point loomed near.

      He had given too much. He was too weak to resist.

      This was a battle he could not win without assistance.

      With a final paralyzing wail, the darkness surged.

      Ryl toppled forward, his outstretched hand reaching out for the tree.
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      For a moment, there was nothing but blissful calm. Wafts of cool air whispered over his frame. He relished the sensation, the refreshing, revitalizing chill that would soon depart, burned off by the warmth of the sun.

      The precious instant, though cherished, was not to last.

      There was no gradual build, no slow ramping up to the agony that tore through his body. He had connected with the forest. Ryl’s eyes clamped shut; the image that flashed through his mind was that of an inferno. He felt the sting of the fires as they ravaged the trees along the woods’ edge. The heated barbs of the flaming arrows dug into him, stabbing through his protective skin.

      Endless agony surrounded him.

      Those inside him weren’t spared the effects. The alexen wailed in pain as his body roiled with the torment of the woods around them. He sensed the pain in every branch. Mourned the loss as growth, both ancient and new, was reduced to embers. The interior of the woods was alive with activity like he’d never experienced. All throughout her midst, the hammer of frantic footsteps thundered as the hidden denizens of the forest struggled to suppress the blaze.

      The darkness inside him suffered the worst. The icy chill of its hatred had done little to defend itself, to shelter itself from the movement it never saw coming. So enthralled was it with the opportunity to wrest control. So hungry and blinded by the greed for the physical manifestation of power within its grasp that its cunning lapsed. Now, it too wallowed in the bitter agony of its own creation. The blistering heat of the flames was that of its own doing. Scheming and plotting for ages had led to this point.

      There was little Ryl could do but submit to the pain. The agony was all encompassing, coating his body in a searing blanket. There was no staving off the intensity of the encounter he’d accepted. The clarity of his mind, like the Erlyn, devolved. Thoughts melted away as the raging fires consumed his body. It was all he could do to repeat a single word, the solitary mantra that had propelled him for cycles. With it, his emotion poured outward through the connection to the great forest.

      Hope.

      He begged the woods to hear his comforting plea. There was no response to his echoed call. The agony was too deep. Ryl felt his knees buckle under the weight of the sensations. Every fiber of his body registered the searing burn of the flames.

      Ryl again found himself on the brink. He needed the woods to know he was there. With all the strength he could muster, he pleaded that the message would find its way through to reach the heart of the forest.

      At last his body could stand no more. The darkness had paid the price for the damage inflicted. It had suffered for its attempt at wrestling control. His mind, his body were his to command and his alone.

      Ryl felt his body topple backward uncontrollably as his hand peeled off the bark of the tree. The loss of the all-encompassing sensation was dizzying. He had been consumed by the devastating agony; though the absence was a relief, the pain remained. His eyes remained clamped shut, fearful to witness the physical manifestation of how the flames had ravaged his skin. There was nothing he could do to prepare himself for the jarring contact with the forest floor behind him. In the end, the momentary pressure would be nothing compared to the pain that still lingered.

      The impact never came. Arms wrapped under his shoulders, lowering him gently to the ground. He could hear the voices, yet their words were garbled and their sources undefined. The chill radiated from the earth underneath his back, spreading relief from the blistering heat. For moments, he could do nothing but lay on the ground, focusing on the simple act of pulling air into his lungs. The effort itself was monumental.

      The voices resolved quickly as he regained control of his internal sensations. The stony rumble of Paasek was unmistakable. There was a definitive harshness to Andr’s voice, yet his words carried the tones of fatherly concern. Ryl tried to open his eyes, but failed. His second attempt was met with greater success, yet pain rewarded his attempt. His eyelids were sealed shut, crusted over by dried layers of salt from the tears that had flowed unrestrained, the moisture evaporated by the unrelenting heat.

      He did his best to take mental stock of his condition. He wiggled his fingers and toes, finding no resistance from his normal state save for the thick coating of woodskin that had yet to release its hold. The sting of the fire was still a potent memory, one that required visual confirmation to ensure that he too wasn’t as charred as the forest.

      The light above was the first discrepancy of note as his blurry vision returned. The brightening violet shades of the lingering night had been pushed back by the deep blue of the early morning, though it was clouded by waves of thick smoke. The acrid odor puckered his nose, stinging his recovering eyes as he blinked them repeatedly. The darkness that had clouded his vision had faded dramatically though it still shadowed the periphery. He could feel the dissatisfied, pained presence of the darkness bubbling from somewhere deep within, yet the screams had silenced.

      In the absence of the haze that choked his vision, his senses felt rejuvenated. After the toxins of the vile treatment that had dampened the growing powers in his veins, the true sensations that blossomed were as initially frightening as they were disorienting. Textures he thought he’d known, tastes and smell that had been commonplace were revealed in a new, dramatic light. While he was better prepared for the effect, the alteration after his awakening was far more potent. The silhouettes of several moved into view, shadowing his face from the fragmented views of the sky through the foliage overhead.

      Ryl lifted his head with difficulty. Again it was with the assistance of strong arms that he found himself in a seated position. His eyes, desperately curious at the state of his body, sought the bared, though tattooed skin of his arms first. The layer of woodskin still coated his flesh, the textured bark making the markings of his left arm look more realistic, more lifelike than ever. The shadows, jagged and rigid from the sharp textures of the hardened skin, reflected the flickering light from the fires, casting bizarre shadows over the rest of his arm.

      The black remained over his left arm, yet the whispers of hatred were thankfully silent. As he watched, his skin slowly shifted. The jagged, crystalline features softened into smooth, yet colored skin.

      His eyes wandered to those gathered around him. Over his shoulder, the massive frame of Zed loomed, his large, yet gentle hands propping him up by his shoulders. His eyes were wet with moisture, his skin flecked with splatters of blood. Ryl understood the look of anguish that dwelled over his face. The black soot and charred markings on his clothing were as telling as the weariness that hung over him. He had been forced to draw blood.

      There was no question as to the meaning behind the desolate look written across his face. Ryl focused on his unawakened friend. Reaching his hand up to his shoulder was an effort in itself, yet after a moment, he let it rest on the sturdy hand of the passive blacksmith of The Stocks. A wave of comfort radiated from his core without command.

      The alexen within his body spoke for him, as the weariness had robbed him of the ability.

      A few meters ahead, Paasek stood with Andr at his side. The diametric pair watched him closely. Andr’s regularly impassive face was locked into a disapproving scowl. The look struck a chord with Ryl. Much like the chiding look a child would receive as they were scolded for some misdeed, it knifed its way through him, prodding the wounds that he knew would never truly heal.

      At the mercenary’s side, Paasek stood motionless. His lips were locked into a straight, rigid line. His hands were still closed firmly around the hilt of his massive great sword. The point, though angled down, stood just a few degrees from the ready. For once. The blackness underneath the shadow of his hood, the darkness that covered the upper half of his face, was ominous. Threatening.

      Behind the phrenic, the lingering remains of the battle were finally ending. As he watched, a solitary fireball descended from the sky, leaving its smoky trail across the blue firmament above. He felt the thump of its impact ripple through the ground as it detonated among what looked to be the final grouping of resistance. Dirt and bodies spread out across the area as the concussive blast ripped them apart.

      Even from where he sat, Ryl could see the toll the battle had taken on the phrenic elementalist. He and Taq, whose bolts of lightning had hewed a path through the army, wavered on their feet; the dramatic rise and fall of their chests were visible from the distance. At their sides, the figures of Ramm and Paelec, both armed and threateningly lethal, stood ready in defense of their brethren.

      Le’Dral commanded a trivial force, yet they rounded up those who’d discarded their weapons without ease. The retreating forms of a score of guards could still be seen in the distance as they fled for their lives. Many of the remaining soldiers were in varying states of shock. The events of the early hours of the morning had shaken them. The ferocity of the small troops that decimated their ranks was shocking. A devastating, eye-opening lesson that had deadly repercussions. Those who remained obeyed the captain’s orders. Many had known him on a professional level, serving under him for cycles. It was unknown who had commanded the force that was intent on razing the woods, yet from all early accounts, those who had were now dead or running for their lives.

      The thunder of the brief yet fierce battle had roared over The Stocks; now only distant commands highlighted the commotion over the whispers of the wind. An eerie, scattered note floated on the breeze.

      His stomach churned as he recognized the noise for what it was.

      The agonized wail, the screams of the remnants of the army to the east and west returned echoed calls of pain as the Lei Guard ravaged their lines. Though absent were the howls and cries of the Horde, the distant, bloodcurdling shrieks were a potent reminder of the massacre that had occurred before the gates.

      “Get me to a horse.” Ryl barked out the command as he struggled to find his footing. Andr opened his mouth to complain, yet he silenced him with a look. He could feel the irritation mount in his body. “They have strayed too far from their leash. The attention needs to be focused on fighting the fires. There is no sense in the woods now. She cannot sustain this. Come with me if you like, yet you will not stop me.”

      Andr merely folded his arms across his chest, tilting his head to the side slightly as he watched Ryl rise to his feet. He grinned, as it was apparent the massive hands of Zed did much of the lifting.

      “You know I’m coming with you,” the mercenary droned. “I’ve not followed you this far to let you die of your stubborn foolishness now.”

      Without waiting for a response, Andr turned, striding toward a group of waiting horses. Connected to the forest as he was, Ryl hadn’t witnessed what had happened to the herd of mounts that had trailed willingly in their wake. Their absence on the battlefield had hinted of their movement into the depths of the woods. He hesitated as he contemplated connecting with the forest again.

      The agony was too great. There was little they could do now to aid his cause.

      Paasek eyed him as he took his first few tentative steps. His hands had relaxed on the hilt of his sword, the tip falling closer to the ground.

      “You will not ride alone, my friend,” the great phrenic intoned. Ryl acknowledged with a nod of his head. The disarming of his stony demeanor spoke volumes to his disposition.

      Ryl found his footing quickly as he made his way toward the horses. Zed, his supporting arm wrapped under his shoulder, walked at one side, Paasek to his other. He nodded to those he passed, making brief eye contact with as many as he could. Vigil stood beside members of Le’Dral’s original rebellious troop. There were unawakened mixed in among the trained soldiers. They had fought like demons when unleashed upon the soldiers who’d sought to collect them once again.

      The pride surged in him as he’d watched the individuals he’d known as tributes evolve since being granted their tentative freedom. No longer were they the broken, scarred shells of men and women, but confident and competent warriors. The glowing signatures of their alexen burned far brighter than he’d noted before. Propelled by the stress of the times, their budding skills, the inherent experience released at least a portion of the knowledge that flowed within their veins.

      Ryl worked himself out from under Zed’s steady arm as he regained his footing. The intense, all-encompassing pain had drained him, yet his strength and the alexen rebounded rapidly as he walked. His mind still reeled from the lingering tendrils of the agony, yet his vision was clearer, his senses more focused than they had been in days. He had made the darkness suffer with him. It was retribution for the unwanted delving into his mind, yet there were questions that remained. Was it the pain that had silenced the darkness, or was it the distance that had grown between him and the black-cloaked warriors?

      Le’Dral approached as Ryl lumbered toward where Andr was collecting the horses. There was a wave of unmitigated joy that rolled over him as he viewed the captain. There had been no certainty that Le’Dral had survived whatever assault had occurred in Cadsae. Suspended from the wall had been friends and accomplices. The fact that his corpse had been missing was telling, yet the visual confirmation was a relief. It was a feeling that likely Le’Dral shared as well.

      He’d not truly processed the loss of Breila. There had been no time. One day, when there was a moment of peace, he knew the time for mourning would come. The feelings would be devastating, as it seemed that nothing but death and agonizing loss had surrounded him for much of his young life.

      Up close, the captain’s appearance was startling. The normally well-kept officer was disheveled, his clothing stained with dirt, blood and ash. Weeping blisters had risen along his arms, interspersed between various slashes and cuts. His left arm, from shoulder to his elbow, was covered in a blood-soaked bandage. The skin of his face was an angry red that seemed to radiate heat. Exhaustion covered his body. Ryl understood the sense of purpose that drove the man.

      “Welcome back, Ryl,” Le’Dral offered. The regimented military man made no attempt to force even a weak salute, instead reaching out his hand for his. He felt the captain’s curious eyes roll over his body, pausing for a moment on the tattoo of his left arm, lingering on the exposed skin of his face as their hands locked together. Though he was relieved that the captain had survived, he had little time for pleasantries.

      “Hello, my friend,” Ryl added, though the tone of his voice shifted between the statements.

      “Round up the survivors, any who’ve not run from the battle,” he ordered the captain. Le’Dral seemed momentarily taken aback by the curt tone and harshness to his voice, yet he quickly reverted to the normalcy of his regimented look.

      “They will assist in putting the fires out.” Ryl’s voice broached no argument.

      “Or they will burn in them.”
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      Ryl hadn’t waited for a response from the captain before he stalked toward the waiting horses. Andr was already mounted, holding the reins of a second for him. He noted the mercenary’s eyes dart from his face to something over his shoulder. His companion blinked, nodding subtly. He understood the unspoken message of concern that was voiced between the mercenary and the captain.

      At the moment, he had little worry over their abject concerns. He was painfully aware of what it was that the pair fretted over. It was the same concern that was borne across the features of the phrenic elder who followed a few footsteps behind. Ryl vaulted to the back of the waiting horse with ease, collecting the reins from Andr. He turned his head toward the captain at his rear.

      “The distance to the eastern wall is lengthier than to the western palisade though not by much. They were slowed too by the crossing of the river. I aim to return before they do,” Ryl barked at the captain. The concern in his voice was hidden by the seriousness of his charge. “If the Lei Guard return from the east before I return, please make sure no one raises a sword against them. They are under very specific orders not to hurt any of my companions, yet they will not hesitate to defend themselves from any they perceive as a threat. They will wait outside the woods for my return.”

      He turned his mount before Le’Dral could answer or acknowledge his charge. The horse nickered as he dug his heels into its flanks. For a moment, it protested the stern command from the unfamiliar rider. A focused blast of urgency calmed the annoyed beast. In return, it leapt forward at speed. The rumbling sounds of Andr’s and Paasek’s horses followed only a handful of meters behind.

      His senses had cleared as the pain that radiated through his body waned. The overwhelming agony that had coated every fiber had dissolved into nothing more than a lingering memory of discomfort. He could feel the alexen as it churned through his veins. They moved cautiously, as they still feared the reproach of the darkness that had relegated itself in silence to the deepest corner of his being. They attempted to spread calm where they passed, yet their efforts were weak compared to the anger that had overtaken his own self.

      The disgust over the plight of the forest increased with every passing meter. The dense foliage and shrubbery that had clogged the tree line of the ancient woods had been decimated by the ravages of the hungry flames. Meters of nothing more than charred earth stretched out from the edge of the Erlyn. His eyes squinted back the tears, as the recollection of the agonizing death of the woods was still fresh in his mind.

      He’d managed to silence the whispers of darkness acting alone of the influence of the alexen that surged through his veins. It was his own will, his own desires that powered his actions. It was he who would see this through.

      Not long after leaving the forest’s entrance did they encounter the first of the guards who’d stood their ground against the approach of the black-cloaked warriors. A section of cleared land, perhaps one hundred meters wide, stretched from the edge of the forest to the new beginning of the orchard. A least four rows of the well-established fruit trees had been cleared, leaving only gnarled stumps to mark their presence. He ignored the poetic irony as he thundered past the corpse of a soldier pinned through the chest by his own sword to the stump of one of the trees.

      The number of mangled bodies of the guards grew in numbers, covering the ground where the orchard once stood. The remains of the campfires still smoldered, as the vengeance of the Lei Guard had been swift and merciless. The once lush vegetation of the ground was bathed in a splatter of crimson. Though he scanned the bodies for threats, he averted his eyes from those who were still hanging on by a threat. They teetered at death’s door.

      There was no aid he could provide even if he had desired.

      For a moment, he turned his thoughts inward. He felt no compassion for those who bled out on the soil of The Stocks. His body revolted against itself as it waged a challenge to his own beliefs and compassions. Though he tried, he could find no compassion for those who lay bloodied or dead among the trampled green grasses that ran between the orchards.

      They had made their choices. He had given ample warnings.

      It was they who had chosen not to heed them.

      Death had been their cost.

      Ryl and his companions rode along the first row of the ravaged orchard. The air around them was hot, charged by the fires that raged in the distance. It was an awkward feeling, expecting the refreshing, cooling breeze of motion, yet finding an unyielding heat in its place. Though it was hidden in most places by the fires that raged, there was commotion among the trees. Lit by the illumination of the blaze, he could see figures in the woods, frantically fighting the encroaching flames with whatever they could find.

      His mindsight snapped into view, detailing a portion of the activity beyond the wall of flames. The glowing signatures of the unawakened moved all along the edge of the forest. The unrestrained emotions wept from their bodies as they poured themselves into the defense of the woods they’d only just come to grasp at understanding.

      It was clear that they were fighting a worrisome battle. Without the aid of foul weather or more bodies, it was a losing battle.

      Ryl growled at the flames that devastated the woods. The act was just another in the lineage of abject damage the kingdom had caused by the Ascertaining Decree. The roots of hatred ran deep. The depth of his own animosity was rapidly changing him. Hope, while it still burned, was being replaced by a mounting anger.

      He had become numb to the death that surrounded them. That seemed to follow in his wake. He had spilled more blood, taken more lives than he could possibly count, yet inside he only felt a chilling void. Was it the product of the darkness that now resided in him? He feared that his propensity for compassion had been spoiled by the sheer volume of blood on his hands.

      The kingdom had in effect worked to change him as well. They had groomed him from childhood. Locking him and others inside the great open prison of The Stocks, they had focused all the hatred and animosity built from generations of lies and untruths directly onto him. Though he’d earned his freedom—earned the tentative freedom for all the unawakened—had they in turn truly broken him?

      Ryl choked down the feelings of doubt, of remorse that ran through him. Clouded by the shadow of the darkness that rolled inside him, his emotions had been ever changing since the addition of the force of Lei Guard. At the moment, they were a necessary tool, though one he feared could easily slip from his control. He felt the darkness, the inky tendrils of their hatred long before they encountered the rampaging Lei Guard.

      The horses were the first to react to the emotional vanguard of the Lei Guard. Ryl called his party to a halt as the sense of dread grew over them. Their mounts reared, stomping their hooves while blowing great blasts of air out of their nostrils.

      “Paasek, control the horses and watch over us,” he requested as he marched his mount a few paces forward. “I can feel the bloodlust that courses through their blackened bodies from here. They’ve drunk heavily of their kill. There had been nothing to staunch the darkness that taints their bodies.”

      In the distance, the sound of thunder rolled over The Stocks. An undulating wave of darkness rumbled over the trampled grasses though they were highlighted on one side by the flickering orange glow of the blaze that ravaged the woods. They coated the area like the shadow of a great object that obscured the early rays of the day’s sun, blotting out the light with their presence and projected hatred.

      Ryl turned his head, angling his vision back to his companions at his rear. Weapons had sprouted in the hands of both men. A wave of calming hope radiated from the phrenic as Paasek laid the groundwork for their defense. Its effect was immediate. It cut through the mounting anxiety and dread like a breath of fresh air cut through the odors and haze of the smoke that billowed into the air. He slipped his hands behind his back, drawing both of the Leaves. The brilliant green light surged over the area as the serrated blades flashed to life.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the approaching wall of darkness. The distance between them closed rapidly as they moved with speed fueled by wicked determination. As they neared, the sensations that rolled over him were disturbing. They had followed his orders, returning covered in the crimson splatters that marked their victory, yet there was a definite challenge that echoed through their demeanor.

      Ryl squeezed his eyes shut, issuing the order as the wall of black-cloaked warriors thundered ever closer. For a moment, there was no response. The unrestrained, wild emotions slammed into him. His horse nickered, stomping its feet onto the ground as it took a few steps back. The Lei Guard were in a state of euphoria. The darkness that flowed through them, given the relative freedom of his command, had reverted to a point, falling back to the feral nature of the beasts from which it was derived.

      The guards themselves were silent as they charged, yet Ryl had the distinct impression that he stood in the face of a charge of the dreaded beasts of the Outland Horde. He felt the anger burn within him as a second wave of emotions broke over him and his companions. Paasek’s countering emotions swelled, yet they were rapidly being overwhelmed by the sheer numbers and wild animosity of the incoming charge.

      The darkness inside him whispered, voicing its elation as the emotions rejuvenated its call. Ryl had no time for this. He grew weary of the seemingly endless battle for control of his own body and mind. His anger swelled white hot while the alexen raged through his veins. He issued the warning to the darkness within. He understood now that it too felt the pain, the agony that still lingered from the connection with the woods. The resurging voices paled as the severity of his threat was noted.

      Ryl repeated his silent orders to the Lei Guard, again with no response. The thoughts that rolled through his mind fueled his swelling anger. They were so close to their goal. The forest’s embrace would soon collect the tainted shells of the tributes. Their chance for a life free of forced compliance was so close, if not for the raging flames, he could touch it. The thought of fighting them sickened him. Already too many had fallen to arrows or blades along their trek from the capital city of Leremont.

      He knew that the alexen could end the charge. It could absorb the blackness, drawing it from them into him. He too understood the cost of this action. How long would it take for him to recover? He had little doubt that the other half of the Lei Guard raged as this one did. How many would he doom with his action?

      Ryl slid from the back of his horse, stalking forward on foot toward the charge. The wave of emotion from the phrenic elder at his back rushed over him as he pushed the length of the effects. Across the line, horses faltered slightly, though there was little they could do, as they were caught in the stampede that rolled around them.

      With purposeful steps he moved forward. The air around his body glowed with brilliant green, rippling from the searing heat. He glared ahead at the charge. They were leaderless, without a voice. A rampaging mob that would decimate all without consideration or remorse. The anger reached a tipping point in his body.

      It would end here.

      Ryl could bear the strain, the pressure of the internal emotion no longer. As he repeated the silent order for the third and final time, he tipped his head back slightly as the sound roared from his mouth. The notes that poured from his lips were horrifying. There was little humanity to his voice. The sound that emanated was a tragic mix of feral, bloodcurdling howls and wails.

      The collective will of the charging darkness faltered at the severity of his challenge. In unison, the horses slowed to a measured step; the cloud of dust that rose in their wake wafted over them as they came to a stop. It was the devious machinations of Leiroth that had stripped them of their freedom. They were human, yet collectively fed off the emotions of their companions. Mindless slaves they were, yet in their numbers with the autonomy given, they had raged out of control.

      Standing before them again was a singular voice. A strength that even their combined numbers could not challenge.

      Without a word, they again voiced their silent acceptance of Ryl’s command.

      His chest heaved as he sucked in breath after breath of the dusty, smoke-clogged air. He glared at the mass of the black-cloaked warriors. As his eyes rolled over the group, the conflicting emotions coursed through his body. For ages, they had been the harbingers of doom. The kingdom had loosed them at will, silencing dissidents without mercy. Pity rolled through him as he saw them for what they truly were—a tragic continuation of the insidious torture that had defined their youths.

      The men and women cloaked in black, who sat mounted before him, were once no different from him. Many shared similar stories, children abandoned by their families, valued for their weight in gold. Other tales were similarly tragic though they’d likely borne witness to the slaughter of the ones they’d loved. From that moment, they had been imprisoned, broken day by day until their spirit and will were shattered. Every last drop of the alexen, the last piece of now feeble resistance, was milked from them. What was left was nothing more than a shell, ready to accept the taint of the darkness, or be rewarded with a merciless death to end the anguish that had dominated their lives.

      Ryl had their full attention.

      They, in turn, had his full pity.

      “Soon,” he whispered to himself. “This will be over soon.”
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      It was a much larger party that rumbled back to the entrance of the Erlyn than had left. Ryl had departed with Andr and Paasek, returning with an army of nearly one hundred black-cloaked warriors. Throughout the journey from the capital, they had been subjected to a seemingly endless string of battles. Surprise attacks had cut down their numbers on multiple occasions. Many of the flowing black cloaks that shrouded their bodies in darkness were little more than tatters of their original form.

      Well-dressed or not, they represented a devastating force.

      They now, as they had over the many miles across the kingdom, followed Ryl faithfully. His orders and his power were unquestioned. It was his error in giving them the latitude to act on their own that had led to far more bloodshed than he’d ever anticipated. Though it was their blades that had slaughtered the guards, the stains of blood were on his hands.

      The weight of the deaths was quickly becoming a noticeable burden on his body.

      The activity that had covered the entrance to the ancient forest was vastly different now than when they’d left only hours earlier. The battle that had raged was still fresh when he had left. Blood still flowed from the bodies that were strewn across the ground. Large stains on the earth around them noted where the blood had saturated the ground, watering the plants with the lifeblood of another.

      The hostility that had choked the air as their forces met had quickly shifted to that of panic and fear. Many of the guards were more inclined to throw down their weapons, face the potential repercussions of the victor, than be cut down by the savage force that belched from the mouth of the forest or the unstoppable power of the mounted soldiers who tore through their ranks. Hundreds had died before the deadly realization overtook the will to fight. For logic to finally overpower the ingrained hatred and misunderstanding born from ages of deceit.

      Ryl feared their unwavering prowess. The ease with which they cut down those who stood against them would do little to aid their cause. They stood on the brink of becoming the monsters that the kingdom had been taught to fear.

      Bodies were piled haphazardly along the edge of the river. It turned his stomach to see the carnage that had covered the normally placid area, yet the billowing dark clouds of smoke that choked out much of the sky quickly blotted out the remorse. The woods still suffered.

      Few remained around the entrance of the Erlyn. A token force moved just outside the border of the massive, darkened maw. Ryl noted the presence of Le’Dral among their group. To either side of the entrance a thin line of guards spread out in either direction. At a quick glance, he noted that they all appeared to be soldiers of the army that had driven to raze the woods. To smoke out the tributes, incinerating their chances at freedom.

      They now formed a well-established bucket line, hauling water from the river in whatever vessels they could find. Where buckets were not available, they used their waterskins, anything that could carry water to staunch the flame. The vigor with which they worked surprised Ryl as he scanned the line. None of Le’Dral’s guards patrolled to ensure their compliance, yet they worked diligently to stem the flames that they had worked to create.

      Ryl’s vision tracked to the east. They had preceded the return of the second half of the dreaded guard. The sun had risen well above the eastern palisade as he ordered the western-ranging contingent of the Lei Guard to hold. Toward the east, the cloud of dust rising in the air told of the force that moved again toward his position.

      The remaining black-cloaked warriors moved to rejoin their flock. Would they too challenge his control? Would his overwhelming command over their companions speak volumes to the returning Lei Guard?

      Time would tell, and soon enough.

      Ryl slowed his mount as he approached the entrance to the great woods. They had made little progress in stemming the spread of the flames. The woods still wailed in agony. A breath of heated air pushed from the interior of the entrance, expelling a heavy scent of earthy loam and decay that cut through the acrid smell of smoke that choked the air.

      The mighty Erlyn was teetering on the brink. The emotion of her call was still singular. Pain hung in the air.

      Ryl slid from the back of his horse as he approached the captain. A guard from inside the darkened mouth of the woods hastened forward to collect his horse. Again he clasped hands with the captain, nodding to the soldier who hastened away with his mount.

      There was a commonality among the guards who patrolled the entrance to the forest path. There was no disguising the weariness that draped over their bodies. All were covered with a thick layer of dirt and soot. A few bore hastily bandaged wounds, the gauze still red from the seeping liquid. Le’Dral noted his gaze, allowing a weak smile to cross his lips.

      “They’ve given all they could,” Le’Dral admitted. The weight of the exhaustion rested just as heavily on him as it did the others. His left arm was wrapped in a bandage that showed signs of a newly reopened wound. “Your words were not the only motivation they needed. Few attempted to flee; none survived. I’m afraid examples needed to be made. They battle the blaze from outside the woods; we defend from within. Will the Lei Guard aid in the cause?”

      Ryl understood the contingent that had returned with him would do his bidding, yet he was loath to let them wander unaccompanied through the woods. In her pain, would the Erlyn see through their deceit should any attempt to cause them greater harm?

      “Aye,” Ryl admitted. “They will battle the blaze from the outside. Perhaps it will add motivation to those who lit the blaze in the first place. I fear I will not be able to protect any who seek to flee.”

      Le’Dral shrugged his shoulders. The captain was a stern, regimented man, yet he had no visions of bloody conquests. Punishments were doled out to justify their crimes, yet he’d not subject them to slaughter.

      “What do you plan to do with them once the blaze is under control?” Le’Dral quizzed.

      “There is much to do before that decision will need to be made.” Ryl sighed. “With no weapons, they pose little threat at the moment. I intend to let them go. Though their crimes befit a stern punishment, I’ll not be the butcher of them all.”

      He cast a glance to the east, watching the growing cloud of dust of the approaching Lei Guard. He’d yet to feel the initial chill of their devastating emotions, yet he knew it wasn’t far behind. He issued orders to the guard, who waited like statues atop their horses. Without a word they dismounted, stowing their weapons as they stalked toward the flames raging among the forest to the west.

      For a moment, the work along the line ceased as the black-cloaked warriors inserted themselves into the line. Ryl could feel the grumbling of the hated emotions, yet they made no attempt to influence those around them. Without a word or acknowledgment, they merged into the fight against the raging fire.

      Ryl’s eyes stopped as they reached the smoke-choked horizon over the western palisade.

      “We will not remain long.” Ryl spoke, yet his words were directed at no one in particular. “We are on the verge of accomplishing that which we set out for within the confines of Damaris. Yet with the progress here, my obligations are yet unfulfilled. The defenders of Vim must be restored. Too many have bled to death on the fields of foreign soil. There is much yet in store for the unawakened.”

      Le’Dral thought on the comments for a few extended moments. Ryl could see the cogs within his mind turning as he ran through the scenarios.

      “What of the kingdom?” Le’Dral posed the question. “After all you’ve accomplished, will you leave it to fall back to the ways of the past? What of the Erlyn?”

      Ryl had thought of the possibilities in most of the rare free moments that he’d enjoyed over the last several moons. Their situation was fluid. Every passing hour seemed to shift the tides into another direction as unexpectedly as the last.

      “The kingdom will have to fend for itself,” Ryl grumbled. “The Blessing of the King has been destroyed and with it the facilities to process the elixir. Tev, the son of Lord Kagran, now holds tenuous sway over the fate of this land. He will have to rule wisely if he intends to survive. The houses are in disarray. As the Blessing weakens in their veins, the taint of the darkness will take hold. The eternal scions will crumble quickly. They pose a far greater threat to each other than a coordinated attack on the throne.

      “I aim to make no secret of our departure to the west. Let those who will watch our silhouettes disappear into the wastes of the Outlands.”

      Le’Dral fixed him with a curious look. It was a mixture of shock and fear.

      “I have no intention of attempting the journey in the open terrain,” Ryl continued. “You are no doubt aware that the terrain shifts a day or so in the distance. Far from the prying eyes of the palisades, we will return to the forest. There is still far too much of the Horde, of the Outlands that is yet understood.”

      Ryl’s eyes tracked from the captain to the fires that raged along the edge of the forest. He turned at last to Paasek, holding his gaze for a few long moments. The elder phrenic nodded, a subtle acceptance of the unspoken communication.

      “My worry for the Erlyn is present,” Ryl moaned. “After we depart, the forest will likely allow no visitors to pass through her midst. She will close herself off from the world as her focus shifts to healing. Restoring the bonds that were severed by the construction of the palisades so many cycles in the past.”

      Paasek moved slowly to the east, his eyes squinting into the distance as the line of black appeared on the horizon.

      The remainder of the Lei Guard approached.

      Ryl cut the conversation short. There would be time for explanations later. He hastened to the east, following the slowly retreating form of Paasek. Expectantly, Andr was only a step behind. Perhaps one hundred meters from the mouth of the woods, the occupying force had constructed a crude wooden bridge over the icy, yet lazy waters of the river that bisected The Stocks. From there, they had easy access to the entirety of the open terrain that stretched out before the forests. The distance along the face of the forest was too great, as were the numbers of soldiers. There was little Le’Dral and those who occupied the hidden stronghold in the woods could do to prevent the fires from spreading beyond their control.

      The bridge wavered slightly as they crossed over the chilly water below. It was a simple construction, nothing more than sturdy planks over long sections of trunks of wood, yet it served its purpose well. Away from the edge of the forest, the air was remarkably clean and fresh. Above the Erlyn, clouds of thick, dark smoke billowed as they blotted out the sky above. The screams from the woods pushed a steady waft of heated air from her midst as if she tried to blow out the flames in a desperate yet futile attempt.

      In stark contrast, the gentle breeze from the south was refreshing. The chill felt invigorating. Riding in proximity to the flames for that length of time, he had grown accustomed to the temperature change along the forest’s edge. The air was charged, superheated by the fires that raged uncontrolled. He closed his eyes for a moment, focusing his thoughts on the woods. The first emotion, the most potent that swelled within his body was anger. Sheer animosity burned within. Whether the kingdom knew the continued evil that they perpetuated or not, there was nothing he could do to stem the flames of anger that burned inside. Only when the blaze was snuffed out would the heat of the inferno that burned within him diminish. The darkness inside was silent, though he could feel its gentle nudge, urging him further down the path of darkness.

      For a moment, he struggled to project the emotion that had become so normal, so endearing. So powerful. The hope that he pushed over the forest seemed forced. With the assistance, willing or not, of the additional hands, progress had been made against the encroaching flames. Yet the distance along the forest’s face was long. The remaining Lei Guard would need to be returned to the flock before the focus could shift entirely to the effort. He listened for a moment, yet the voice from the woods remained steady. A constant wail of agony.

      Over the trampled grasses of The Stocks, the force of Lei Guard thundered toward them. Andr cringed; his whimper was audible as the wave of paralyzing fear and discomfort swelled in their approach. As he had before, Paasek provided the wash of calming emotions, the protective circle that cut through the animosity and devastation that preceded the black-cloaked warriors.

      Like their counterparts, the approaching Lei Guard moved with a bloodthirsty excitement that propelled their actions. Blades were drawn; the naked steel flashed as it reflected the light of the steadily rising sun. He had no doubt that they too were soaked in the blood of those who had harassed the woods with arrows from afar. He cringed at the thought of the carnage that littered the terrain before the burning woods.

      Ryl stepped forward, moving from the wooden planks of the bridge to the solid soil beyond. He squinted his eyes as he issued the orders to the rampaging army ahead. For a moment, there was nothing. No response or reaction save for the mounting emotions that swelled as they neared. Searing heat from the intensity of the anger that stirred within rushed through his veins. His blood boiled as the alexen too amplified his call. He appreciated the assistance, yet he knew the Lei Guard would respect little of their call. It was he they would listen to. Again, he forced the call out to the approaching wall of black-cloaked warriors, this time with more force. He removed the Leaves from his holsters, yet for the moment the blades remained dormant. The energizing jolt as his hands squeezed the wooden shafts, as always, was invigorating.

      They itched to spring to life.

      Ryl could sense the collective animosity that preceded the warriors’ shudder. The front of all-encompassing hatred that rolled ahead of them like a tidal wave broke like water around a stone. Less than ten meters separated them from the charge when the last of the tide of the bloodlust finally receded. The obedient warriors reined in their mounts, bringing their heated charge to a halt. Like their brethren he had sent to the west, many were coated with a sheen of liquid. Blood clung to the flanks of the horses. It dripped from the blades that remained drawn in their hands.

      He felt the attention of all focus firmly on him. Though their eyes were hidden by shadows, he could feel the weight of their joined stares. The heft was considerable. For a moment, he struggled to maintain his stance, though he knew faltering now could prove deadly. The challenge resonated through the warriors, yet none moved individually against him. Their individual wills had been broken. Shattered by cycles of torture and pain. The nexela granted them strength and powers. It extended their lives, yet it lacked the capacity for individuality. They were blank slates, tied to the orders of whoever commanded the strength to hold them in thrall.

      It was the command of Leiroth, not the king, that had propelled them to action. The late King Lunek the Third was nearly as tainted as were the beasts he’d granted the latitude to create. The darkness had consumed him, Ryl understood the feeling all too well. There was a fine line between maintaining one’s self and slipping into the grips of the shadow that screamed for action.

      It was now his command that held them in sway. He squeezed his fists on the wooden shafts of the dormant weapons in his hands. The flaming green blades flickered to life unbeckoned. Though the flames burned, distorting the air around their jagged edges, the fire seemed far different than the brilliant norm. It was stained with darkness. The excited blaze seemed reserved, sedated. Though the blaze was apparent, it seemed to drip from the jagged edges, sloughing off in wads that sizzled as they diffused on the ground around him.

      The flames felt wrong, corrupted. The fire somehow tainted by the scourge of animosity and hatred. It was unintentionally flavored by the hatred that he’d allowed to consume his being. The revelation was startling.

      Had the darkness been silent because of the pain he’d enacted, or merely because he, himself, was slipping further into the animus in which it lived?

      The thought was chilling.

      Though he struggled against the cunning will of the darkness that he’d allowed inside, he was failing. His triumph at silencing the shadows that demanded his control had been little more than a farce. They still labored in the background, imposing their touches on his senses.

      He let the blades falter. He’d grown accustomed to the glowing weapons snapping out of existence. The sudden change was another layer to the shock of their existence. Now the fires sputtered, flickering in and out before dimming. As they receded, the dark green fire changed to a putrid black. Though the flames were barely visible, the air around them rippled with heat. The serrated lines of the weapons flashed with a stain of crimson. The last of the fire dripped from the blades like blood, evaporating into the air before ever reaching the ground.

      The approaching Lei Guard froze in place. The heft of their glaring eyes diminished into a mild annoyance.

      They understood the truth of his being. They were a party to the realization that he now acknowledged.

      There was no returning from the path he had embarked upon.

      The darkness inside him would never release its hold.

      Would his body one day cede full control?

      Ryl slammed the dormant weapons back into their holsters, cursing out his orders to the waiting warriors. Without hesitation, they dismounted, leaving their mounts as they streamed toward the edge of the woods to the east of the river. They veered toward the bank of the lazy river, doffing their cloaks as they approached. Within moments the black garments that had defined their positions were amassed in a large pile at the edge of the water. The others stretched out in a line, leaving a handful behind at the water’s edge.

      The remaining groups took turns dunking the black fabric in the icy water. Without wringing out the excess, they tossed the soaked garments to another, who raced to the first in the line. The fire line was as horrifying as it was ingenious. Though the shells of tributes worked together in silence, their understanding was intense. With a fury he both expected and feared, they slapped the saturated cloaks that had defined their station against the glowing embers that covered the terrain at their feet. After a few vicious swings, the lead guard, with cloak in hand, sprinted back along the line.

      Ryl needed not watch the dance to understand the movements. He comprehended their thoughts as they battled the blaze with every tool at their disposal.

      He stifled the shock at the appearance of the withered bodies that now raced uncloaked across the trampled, charred grasses of The Stocks. The skin that stretched taut across their bodies was pale, bleached from cycles of torture and absence of the sun. The streaks and stains of the blackness stretched over their arms, pulling up onto their necks. Both men and women, frail, though unnaturally and unquestionably strong, hastened across the terrain.

      On each, a single feature stood out above the rest.

      The brands, red and angry, as if they had been applied only moments earlier, stood out in stark contrast to the skin of their necks.

      His body churned with the agonizing revolt as he watched their tormented bodies labor against the flames. The alexen rolled through his veins with agitation.

      Ryl turned back to Andr and Paasek, who had followed him. The pair remained on the edge of the makeshift bridge. They too watched the work of the Lei Guard with fascination.

      “Come, let us join the others,” Ryl ordered as he stalked back onto the bridge. “They have labored against the flames for too long without our assistance.”

      With the addition of the army, the originators of the blaze, they had begun to make progress in stemming the reach of the hungry flames. Like the greed that had infested so many of the lords and nobles of the kingdom, the blaze worked to consume everything in its path.

      Ryl hastened back to the mouth of the woods. The darkened shadow of the entrance loomed tall; the infinite shadows of its core were lit by an eerie pale glow. The welcoming embrace that he’d grown accustomed to when entering the ancient forest was disturbingly absent. The comforting sensation was replaced by a disturbing feeling of discomfort. He knew the Erlyn was in agony. With his connection, he could feel her pain. He doubted that any within her midst—phrenic, unawakened or not—could sense the disruption.

      The road just inside the forest was clogged with bodies and supplies. Soldiers and citizens alike, those who were too weary to continue, or those who needed minor tending, leaned against trees for support or were spread out on the ground. The exhaustion was so potent in some that they merely slept where they lay on the dirt road. An ominous pile of swords and bows, taken from the army, massed several meters in the distance.

      The party of sentries who guarded the forest’s entrance consisted primarily of the Vigil who had made the journey from the safety of their mountain home. Ryl noted the glow of a single unawakened among their midst. He couldn’t help the smile that tugged up on his lips and the warming sensation that swelled over his body as he immediately recognized the individual. As soon as he crossed the line of shadows into the forest’s interior, Aelin surged forward to greet him. He had only a moment to form the protective layer of woodskin around his core as the youth wrapped his arms around his waist.

      He braced himself against Aelin’s excited charge. His feet slipped back a step on the ground as the force of his impact carried them backward, yet the embrace was thankfully controlled. Aelin held on for a long moment before separating.

      The face that looked up at Ryl had seemed to age cycles in the short time that he was away. The glow that represented his signature was brighter than he’d expected. The features of his face still retained the look of youth, yet there was a maturity that was undeniable.

      “Welcome home, Ryl,” Aelin greeted him with a smile. “I hope I didn’t squeeze too hard. I’ve been practicing my control since you left.”

      “And it was all I could do to keep him from rushing out to greet you earlier,” Le’Dral interrupted as he joined them in the darkness of the entrance.

      Ryl nodded to the captain as he placed his arm on Aelin’s shoulder.

      “You’ve done well, my friend,” he admitted. His body swelled with a sense of pride that clashed with the animosity that had taken residence within his body.

      “What progress have we made against the blaze?” Ryl turned his attention to the captain, who waited a few meters away.

      Le’Dral did his best to adopt the rigid formal pose that seemed to define the authority of his position. He stood tall with his hands folded behind his back. The left sleeve of his tunic had been removed; the soiled, bloody bandage had been replaced since Ryl had left to corral the remainder of the Lei Guard. Though many would still see him as the imposing figure of authority, Ryl easily saw through the facade. Le’Dral, like the rest, was weary beyond compare. The captain did all he could to remain upright.

      “In places we have, though as you know, the blaze stretches nearly the length of the woods’ front.” The captain sighed. The words that rolled off his lips were flavored by an undeniable feeling of pain and regret. “We progress by the meter, yet the fires are burning faster than we can control. I fear we may lose the woods.”

      Le’Dral’s eyes rolled across the forest that surrounded them as he vocalized the words that he was clearly afraid to speak. The message struck a chord deep within Ryl’s core. It was a deep-seated fear that the darkness had no power to influence.

      His connection with the fabled woods was strong, a bond far greater than he or the alexen that raged through his veins understood. The call of the Erlyn for cycles had terrified him. The sense of dread that had accompanied his hasty journeys through her darkened path was a potent motivator for speed. On that one fateful night the truth of her call was laid bare. She had been searching for one who could hear her pleas for ages. Her voice resonated in him as the fog and discomfort cleared.

      She had nurtured him. She’d saved his life, imbuing him with gifts no amount of gold in the world could buy. She was as much a part of him as was the blood that pumped from his thundering heart. He refused to sit idly by as the woods were razed by the ignorant hatred of the kingdom.

      “There is still hope, my friend,” Ryl commiserated with the captain. The soldier, the officer of the kingdom, was perhaps the most surprising of his newfound friends. Though he’d never lifted a finger to personally injure a tribute, he had been the overseer of the wicked master and troops who had presided over the pen that had encircled them. It took time, yet his will to support the kingdom had finally broken.

      Everyone had a breaking point.

      Perhaps Ryl’s foolish decisions had played a part in his realization. Perhaps it was just a product of fortunate timing. Either way, regardless of the circumstances, they had formed an unexpected yet thorough bond. The captain had sacrificed all to stand by his side.

      “As I know you will not, we will not give up on the woods just yet,” Ryl growled. “While there is blood still flowing in my veins, I will fight for her.”

      He shifted his vision to the towering frame of the phrenic beside him. Paasek trembled with energy as he listened intently to the conversation. Ryl grinned as their eyes met.

      “Paasek, call the phrenics,” Ryl ordered. “Their assistance will be needed. I fear that this day will be a painful one for the pair of us.”
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      Shadowed by the foliage overhead, Ryl stood inside the tree line of the great forest. On the lower branches of the limbs around him, the leaves had shriveled under the intense heat that permeated the air. The moisture sapped from their fibers, evaporating into the atmosphere around them. Branches, both large and small, curled back toward the interior of the woods, pulling as best they could from the greedy flames that sought their demise.

      At his side, the stony features of Paasek shifted. The massive elder phrenic folded his arms across his chest as he viewed the raging fire before them. He shook his head side to side subtly as he took in the vastness of their charge. Light from the flames cast a wavering orange glow across his body, yet the light failed to penetrate the shadow that covered the upper half of his face.

      Among all within the forest, they were the two most suited to the task. Once again, Ryl found himself thrust into the position where his decisions would have the greatest impact. Though the choice was in fact his, in essence, there was little discretion in the matter. If he walked away, the forest would die. Action, no matter what the cost, was the only real option.

      He would not let the forest perish.

      Her suffering resided in him though he’d not restored his connection with the woods. His body ached from the memories of the last time. He needed what strength he could muster. The draining, agonizing connection would do little to help them now.

      From the yawning mouth of the forest, they had moved rapidly through the hidden pathways to the west. They exited the trail nearly halfway to the great stone palisade. The interior of the ancient woods was like nothing he had ever experienced. Each concealed track that opened to their command had its own life to it. Every one was shrouded in its own unique cover, the walkways decorated with a mix of detritus, mosses, or swept clean as if hands maintained the avenues with daily precision. The route they followed today was one he could scarcely consider a path. The poorly delineated track was nothing more than a scant trail, narrow enough that only small game could follow its winding progress forward with ease. The unfocused tangent was no surprise to Ryl. The consciousness of the woods was clouded by unending suffering.

      “We are here,” he whispered to the woods as he twisted his way among the trees. He let his hands rub against the bark of the trees as he passed through their midst. Though rough to the touch, many were coated in moisture as they wept for the losses of their ranks. The normally gloomy interior between the trees, choked with underbrush and brambles, was sparse. The entire forest seemed to pulse with a disturbing orange glow, much like the sight of fires in the night burning well beyond the curve of the landscape. In many places, the trees stood alone as grim sentinels backlit by the agonizing flames of hatred.

      Le’Dral had not exaggerated the thinning lines that had been forced to fight the blaze. When the path finally terminated, there were none to his front, though he could feel the noted signatures of several unawakened to both his east and west. Though there were now several thousand combined fighting the blaze, the fires of hatred burned strong, and the distance was too great.

      It was a losing battle.

      Behind them, Ramm towered over the others gathered around him. The phrenics, all who existed within the kingdom of Damaris, were on hand. Le’Dral stood with their group, close to the side of Ghen, then a phrenic archer. A pair of Vigil remained with him, acting as his personal guard. A small contingent of guards waited anxiously a few steps behind.

      Just outside the woods, opposite the fire, a meager, mixed brigade of Le’Dral’s guards, Vigil and civilians waited for their sign to act. They waited to the east of Ryl’s position, standing a few meters back from the charred beginning of the destruction that had raged uncontrolled. Along much of its southern border, the Erlyn had lost nearly ten meters of growth. The charred earth was littered with embers; blackened remains of the once thriving trees stood, cracked and lifeless, ravaged by the heat and flames.

      “We will have a lot of ground to cover.” Ryl spoke as he turned to Paasek at his side. “Be careful not to push too far.”

      Ryl’s words sounded awkward as they exited his lips. The recommendation seemed more like the regurgitation of tutelage than something he truly felt. With every fiber of his being, he knew that he would push as hard as was required.

      At his side, Paasek stifled a laugh.

      “It seems you’ve finally learned a valuable lesson, though I’m not one to believe that either of us believe that statement,” the phrenic elder noted as he pivoted his head to meet Ryl’s eye. “I’ll push as hard as required.”

      Ryl nodded, cracking a small, mischievous grin as he stepped forward. The blaze raged less than five meters to his front. The chill of the darkness that covered his body could do little to dampen the heat that pulsed from the flames. A layer of protective woodskin covered his exposed skin, giving his flesh a rigid appearance. As he approached, the wind swelled around his right arm. Fueled by the overwhelming emotions that boiled in his veins, it was only moments before the cyclone ripped around his body.

      With a groan, Ryl released the wind in a wide arc into the ground just at the base of the flames. For a moment, the fire flared as the wind further fueled its energy. The moment was fleeting; the flames crackled audibly under the intense force of the gust. Fragments of dirt, embers and debris were tossed into the air, scattering onto the charred remains of where the forest once loomed tall. Destabilized by the destructive gust of wind, much of the fire flickered. Cut off from its sources of fuel, disrupting the natural balance required to sustain its existence, it faltered and failed.

      No sooner did Ryl release the wind than the ground rumbled under his feet. At the line where the flames had only moments early raged, the charred soil shifted as a wall of stone breached the surface. Nearly the width of a hand, the rock pulled up from below the earth, separating the flame from the unburnt forest. At nearly knee high, the barrier stopped; the crystalline features sparkled, reflecting the light of the fire that was now confined to its exterior.

      A signal bellowed from Le’Dral’s lips. It sounded with an unexpected note of hope. The group waiting outside the edge of the woods sprang into action at its call. Disrupted by the wind, many of the embers and fully ignited scraps of wood fell among the charred earth where the fire had already decimated the forest. Some reached the grasses beyond, sparking small fires where they struck the dry grasses.

      The waiting brigades, both inside the woods and without, fell on the embers and flames with whatever tools they had at their disposal. Men and women beat at the embers and flames with anything from their cloaks or blankets to shovels. Others stomped out the fires with their feet. Some resorted to tossing handfuls of dirt onto the hungry flames. From within the woods, the remaining fires burned along the bark of the trees as they slowly consumed the bark. Though disorganized, the group outside had extinguished the displaced fires in a matter of moments.

      A cheer of hope went up, as for the first time since the fire had been ignited, they had earned a victory against the flames. The extent of their success was small, only spanning a distance of little more than ten meters, yet it was something concrete for them to grasp. Paasek stepped forward to his side; his heavy foot snuffed out a small flame that had survived their combined assault. He ground the ember into the dirt.

      Ryl noted the exaggerated rise and fall of the phrenic’s chest. The elemental skills were still new to him, though his strength and endurance would be the first to fade. Their test had proven successful.

      One small victory, yet the theory had been proven. The means to the fire’s end was at hand.

      Would they have the strength to complete the task?
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      It was well into the night before Ryl allowed himself a measure of rest. His body was exhausted, though he feared if he was to close his eyes for long, allow himself the pleasure of deep sleep, he’d never open them again. They had accomplished much, yet there was still a daunting task ahead. Armed with wind and the stone to prevent the spread, they had cleared much of the fires from the western half of the forest’s face.

      With every section of flame that was extinguished, the collective hope rose. The attitude was infectious, spreading amongst the weary souls who struggled against the blaze, rejuvenating their addled bodies and minds. The length of the fire was still daunting, yet it now seemed as if it was a task they could accomplish.

      Paasek’s physical strength, though seemingly limitless, dwarfed his endurance when it came to the application of his newly found elemental skills. He tired long before Ryl, resorting to periods of brief rest while Ryl carried on the war against the flames.

      Ryl, the phrenics and the unawakened remained inside the relative cover of the forest as the battle had rolled into the third day. The Lei Guard remained among the guards laboring against the flames outside the edge of the wood. Only Le’Dral’s troops, soldiers of Vim and House Eligar were permitted outside the confines of the forest.

      For the most part, the remnants of the army that had only days earlier sought their doom remained engaged with their cause as they battled the blaze. The threats that rolled off Le’Dral’s tongue were tested infrequently, though a few still tried. The majority of those found a swift but merciless death at the hands of the black-cloaked warriors who prowled their midst. Many, now without their telltale cloaks, appeared far more frightening than they had when the impenetrable darkness of their hoods had shrouded their faces.

      There was no disguising the ravages of the nexela and the cycles of abuse heaped upon them by the kingdom. The taint that stained their skin along with their stricken figures provided an image far more disturbing. Far more unnatural. For those who had witnessed any of the aftermath of the battle before the Pining Gate, the similarities between their withered shells and the Horde were eerily similar.

      They were given a wider than normal berth. The few examples that were made were enough to force the general compliance of the mass. There was no doubt that at the extent of the fire, guards did run, some succeeding in securing their freedom though their numbers were few. Their tales would do nothing to aid their cause.

      There was virtually no army left to muster. Ryl and his party had decimated much of the force manning the gate. The cavalry had been scattered before the wall. The great armies of the houses slithered back across the wide expanses of the kingdom, seeking solace in the keeps and cities.

      Times had changed. The rule of each of the houses would now be in question. Most were well informed about the disposition of the other lords’ forces. They understood those who could be exploited, or if it was they who would find themselves on the receiving end, tentative allegiances must be struck. The squabbles between the houses and lords would grow as they sought to establish dominance.

      It was all conjecture, yet Ryl understood the greed that survived in the withering remnants of the once eternal rulers.

      The one certainty of the matter was that power was no longer endless. The greed of one man or woman would change with their heirs. The overwhelming despotism of one would cede to the tempers of their offspring. Over time he hoped the greed of each successor would wane to more moderate leanings. The control, the realization of endless power that had been fostered and allowed to fester, was no more.

      Without the Blessing of the King, the houses would wither and crumble, as would their masters. Would the darkness, the savage, feral urges win out in the end as they had with Lord Kagran? Either way, the cycle would be broken.

      By the time the menders or houses could reproduce the Blessing, could control the testing without drawing widespread attention, Ryl hoped that the phrenics would once again return. Alexen had always proved an unmitigated attraction to its like. They would return as mentors. They would once again usher an age of learning and creativity, yet this time they were so much, much more.

      Forced by the tipping scales of light and darkness, driven to the point of extinction, they would return more capable than before. They would be the defenders of the unawakened. Parents would no longer be forced to choose between death or maintaining their family.

      The thoughts provided a serene sense of relief to Ryl as they trudged through the waning moments of the fire. It had taken them a little more than three days to extinguish the blaze. Ramm stood on his right, Vox on his left, propping him upright as he commanded the final blast of wind that faltered the remaining pocket of blaze. To his side, Paelec and Taq supported the lumbering frame of Paasek. The stone wall pushed from the earth was low, barely more than a hand’s width high, yet the impact resonated across The Stocks. Those waiting outside the forest’s border fell on the flames like madmen, pouncing to smother the last of the fire.

      The cheer that arose rippled across the extent of the ancient woods. Shouts of joy split the late afternoon as soldiers, the guards, unawakened and citizens alike rejoiced. The foreign sensation of profound gratitude swelled around them, seemingly pulsing from the very trees that towered over them. From deep within the Erlyn, the rustling of the leaves against each other whispered its eternal gratitude.

      Ryl lacked the energy to celebrate the achievement. His body and mind, pushed to the brink, had depleted his reserves. He leaned heavily on the phrenics at his side, thankful for their unwavering support. A few meters away, he noted Paasek in a similar condition.

      The air was still heavy with the odors of the fires that had burned out of control for days. Wisps of smoke still rose in places, yet for the first time, the smoke that had clouded the sky cleared.

      “Well done, Ryl, Paasek,” Le’Dral intoned as he stepped between where the pair leaned. The captain had run himself ragged battling the blaze and the army prior to their return from the capital. There was no denying the weariness that permeated his body, yet as the phrenics had commanded the task of battling the flames, he had been allowed a greater measure of respite from the job that to that point was endless.

      “I’ll send Moyan with the cavalry to trace the perimeter of the forest,” Le’Dral added. “We’ll be more than capable of handling any remaining fire from here. It’s time for you to rest.”

      “Thank you for your concern, my friend. I’ll ride with them,” Ryl whispered; the words were genuine though raspy and hushed. The act of speaking came with its own difficulties, as the weakness seemed to be endless. Le’Dral opened his mouth to protest, yet Ryl silenced him with a subtle shake of his head.

      “Soon,” he continued before the captain could speak. “There will be moments to rest soon. The Lei Guard will need to be collected. They will respond to none other than me. What of the remnants of the army that remains outside the forest?”

      Le’Dral smiled as he understood Ryl’s poorly veiled attempt at changing the subject.

      “They have served their purpose,” Le’Dral noted. “The cavalry will corral those who remain. While none who dwell in the safety of the woods are likely to forgive them for their transgressions, they have a measure of atonement. They will finish burying their dead that still litter the area around the entrance; then I will relieve them of their duties.”

      Ryl agreed with the sentiment. Prisoners would serve no purpose to their cause.

      “Many of the men know you as the captain they’ve served under for cycles,” Paasek grumbled. The elder phrenic’s voice cracked and rumbled as if stone scraped against stone.

      “They will listen.”

      “I will accompany the captain.” It was the voice of Ghen, the phrenic archer, who completed Paasek’s statement. “Taq and Vox will accompany us to ensure that they do.”

      There was an undeniable, ominous note to her soft, lilting voice. They would allow no rebellion, though Ryl doubted there were any with the motivation to do so. Though they substantially outnumbered their captors, unarmed and weary as they were, they stood virtually no chance against the phrenics and cavalry. Any uprising would be quelled with catastrophic losses.

      It was a laborious task crossing the forest paths to the entrance of the ancient woods. There was little change to the winding pathways that the Erlyn opened at their command. Ryl had attempted to walk on his own, yet it wasn’t long before he found his faltering steps supported by the heavy arms of Ramm. He suppressed the annoyance that swelled from within. He found that he hadn’t the energy to care at the moment. Le’Dral, with Ghen, Taq, Vox and his guards in tow, had rapidly outpaced the sluggish phrenics.

      Ryl scanned the woods around him as they moved slowly through the trees. He had made no attempts to connect with the woods, yet the agony that had roared in his mind had been reduced to a steady yet withering moan. There was a definitive air of sadness as the ancient forest mourned the loss of the growth. Off the sides of the path, the familiar gloom had seemingly returned to the forest. The unnatural glow that had pulsed in the distance, silhouetting the trees, had faded as the last of the fires were suppressed. The eerie still was comforting.

      The sun was close to setting as they exited the forest path to the main road that cut through her midst. The burble of the lazy river that ran along the edge of the road had replaced the crackle of the flames. The human congestion, the resting and recovering guards, had been cleared as the battle against the fire shifted more in their favor. At the entrance, a large group of mounted soldiers waited. In the rows where the orchard had once stood, a group of weary guards, remnants of the army, gathered on the ground. Some lay on the earth; others milled about, their uncertain eyes cataloguing the movements of their captors. All had borne witness to the fates of those who had chosen to run. For the moment, they seemed content enough with the measure of rest.

      Behind Ryl, the rustle of leaves signaled the closing of the hidden pathway.

      Andr greeted them as they reached the exit to the woods. The sky over The Stocks was awash with varied hues of amber and purple. The colors varied in complexity and intensity as his vision tracked to the west. The sun had yet to descend below the lip of the palisade, yet daylight was running thin. A breeze blew from the south. The air cut through the lingering odors of charred wood and smoke. The freshness was startling after breathing the heavily laden air for days.

      Ryl mounted with assistance, though he had little fear of falling while seated on the horse. Every moment he rested as he waited for the cavalry to assemble, he could feel a measure of his strength returning. The alexen crawled through his veins, though their intensity increased. Even the whispers of darkness had remained relatively silent as his focus had been directed at preserving the forest. With the Lei Guard further afield, the added strength and confidence of proximity had diminished. He had grown strangely accustomed to the darkness that covered nearly all of his left arm and hand. The shadows that lingered in the periphery of his vision were no longer an annoyance.

      With the dousing of the last of the flames though, the chill that again seeped into his body was agonizing. The intense heat of the fires had warmed him. In places his skin was blistered from the temperature, the hairs on his hands and arms melted away.

      The wait was short as Lieutenant Moyan’s voice boomed over the assembled cavalry. The thunder of the hooves on the ground rumbled across The Stocks as they split in two, veering due east and west. At the rear of their number, Ryl rode at a more leisurely pace. Andr again rode at his flank. Ramm now joined him, as Paasek had continued on to their sanctuary of the Erlyn’s interior.

      It wasn’t long before Ryl and his companions met with the first half of the Lei Guard. He felt their presence long before his eyes captured their withered forms. The group stood in the shadows of the great forest, though they gave the tree line a relatively wide berth.

      They were huddled in a tight pack, standing on the charred ground where the fires had once raged. There were few among them who had retained the black cloaks that had defined their positions. Though their tunics and pants were black, they were stained with mud and torn to tatters from the adventures of the last few weeks. In the absence of their cloaks, they looked far more pitiful than ominous.

      Appearances, he understood, could be deceiving.

      The familiar wash of animosity rolled over him as they approached the massed group of Lei Guards. Though it was a title that defined the station that they had been forced to adopt, the title felt sour as it rolled off his tongue. There were little differences between them than situations that had largely been out of their control.

      Ryl felt the pang of regret as he issued the order for them to follow his lead, to return to the entrance to the forest. His stomach twisted as he watched their eyes, stained by the shadows that had been forced upon them, react to the call. Though they darted from side to side, cataloguing the activity around them, they were lifeless and hollow. Their emaciated bodies shuffled noiselessly over the trampled grasses. They projected no emotions, yet the impact of each step radiated outward in ripples of darkness.

      None made eye contact as they marched obediently past where Ryl and his companions waited.

      “What have they done to them?” the massive phrenic at his side whispered as he watched the sluggish troop pass by. The question was rhetorical, yet the appearance of their bodies in the absence of their cloaks was shocking. “They look like it would take little more than a breeze to blow them over. They resemble nothing more than walking corpses.”

      Ryl found that he could do little to argue with the depiction. There was a part of him that agreed wholeheartedly. They were in fact nothing more than animated corpses, the withered shells of the vibrant individuals they had once been. The people they were once. Opportunities that had awaited them, wonders they could have produced were stolen by the greed of a few. He watched them as they shuffled toward the east. There were faces among the group that he recognized, though the persons they once were were likely lost in the haze of darkness and abuse.

      For the chance at strength, the greedy had willingly sacrificed the prosperity of a kingdom.

      The feeling of a hand on his shoulder broke his momentary introspection. He looked to the offending hand, tracking the arm to a familiar face. Andr nodded as their eyes made contact. The emotion that swirled in his wide orbs was telling.

      “There is hope for them yet,” the mercenary voiced. Ryl’s eyes fell to his lap. His hands were still clenched around the reins of his horse, though they were squeezed together like a vise. His knuckles had bleached white at the force of his grip. With the attention, he relaxed the grip he hadn’t realized he’d formed.

      “There is truth to the prophecy, you know?” Andr announced as they watched the withered forms of the Lei Guard stream slowly by. “For a time I thought it was nothing more than a tale to inspire those who possessed greater gifts than what were expected. The phrenics stood on a razor’s edge, as did the balance between light and the dark. You’ve been the equalizer. You’ve been the hope for those who never expected mercy or pity. You will be the savior of those who’ve been tainted, cursed by the greed and hatred of the kingdom. Perhaps I was wrong.”

      He issued the last statement with a shrug of his shoulders.

      “Perhaps the prophecy was nothing more than the motivation to move those who possessed the will to do great deeds.” He grinned as he slapped Ryl gently on the shoulder.

      “Perhaps,” was all Ryl could muster as the last of the Lei Guard filed by.

      The comments resonated through his body. He had tried to tread lightly when thinking of the prophecy that had hung over him. There was an undeniable weight to it, the expectations concrete. He could still feel the discomforting looks of awe and reverence that had been leveled on him as he moved through the streets of Vim. To a degree, they had followed him here as well.

      It was a dangerous expectation. His failure at any of his tasks, no matter how monumental they may be, could undo the progress he’d given everything to achieve. The kingdom of old had begun to expect miracles of the phrenics who existed peacefully among their midst. Many had turned on them when the unrealistic expectations weren’t met.

      With the last of the Lei Guard now marching to the east, Ryl spurred his horse after the group. The sluggish march quickly increased into a measured run. The speed and agility of the warriors was disturbing. They loped across the ground, their exaggerated strides covering distances that were unnatural. Cloaked, they would have appeared like wraiths streaming over the terrain, yet clad in merely tunics and pants, they were a discomforting sight.

      The light from the sun had nearly exhausted them as they returned to the forest’s entrance with the final contingent of the Lei Guard. In all, nearly two hundred had survived the trek from Leremont. Far more than he’d hoped had fallen over the miles. Ryl mourned their losses. They had been so close to the end of this act of their tragic journey.

      Torches and a large bonfire illuminated the area before the darkened entrance to the woods. It was clear that the bulk of the cavalry had yet to return, though a significant portion of the army that had been forced to remain milled around within the perimeter of the light. The group fell silent as they marched through their makeshift camp.

      All eyes watched their party, though the looks etched into their faces were vastly differing. Many viewed the obedient Lei Guard with looks of dread and terror. Though the warriors exuded no forced emotions, the hatred and animosity that naturally seeped from their bodies was unchanged. Many watched them curiously. Removed from the black cloaks, their appearances were markedly different. Their withered, emaciated faces made it challenging to relate them to the demons they had been made out to be. Ryl noted a few in the group who watched the procession file through their midst with undeniable looks of pity.

      The phrenics were among the mixed contingent of soldiers waiting at the entrance to the woods. He could feel the sensation, the welcome signal of their presence, yet the warmth that accompanied it failed to penetrate the chill that covered his body. Ryl slid from the back of his horse, greeting his companions with a tired smile.

      “We make for the interior of the forest,” he noted as he passed the reins of his horse to a guard who moved to collect them. Le’Dral joined the phrenics as they arrived.

      “Is there a concern in bringing them into the sanctuary of the forest?” Le’Dral voiced the concern that Ryl knew dwelled in the minds of all. It was a concern that he too shared.

      “Aye, there is always a concern,” he noted, though his voice remained calm and measured. “I can understand little of the call from the forest, though what I feel is weak yet unbearably pained. I doubt she will cause them any harm. They will obey my command.”

      The captain nodded with acceptance. He took a single step backward, angling his body to the side. Without premeditation, the force of Ryl’s words increased with his final statement. The last words came out as little more than a growl.

      Ryl was exhausted. Weariness had consumed his body and mind for days. His reserves had scant little left to give. He noted the apparent concern that flashed across the face of the captain, yet there was nothing left in him to argue his cause.

      “Order your men to stand down, Captain,” Ryl commanded. “Ensure that none draw their blades.”

      There was an immediate look of concern that flashed over the captain’s face, yet he followed the orders without voicing any question. Similar looks dwelled on the faces of those under his command, yet Ryl knew they would follow the orders. They had experienced much over the last several moons. Skills that had been nothing more than myths were displayed on a daily basis. All among them had seen the inner workings of the sentient forest. They’d felt her presence and experienced her call.

      Ryl turned to address the Lei Guard, who followed silently in his wake. He squeezed his eyes shut as he ordered a single, simple command. Without hesitation, the warriors responded. Their faces remained stagnant as they drew their blades in seemingly rehearsed unison. The hiss of the steel blades freeing their sheaths roared over the area. Le’Dral’s troops flinched, several retreated a step, yet none responded with the flash of steel. He could see the emotion that poured off many. There was no hiding their fear and anxiety.

      One by one, the Lei Guard drove their blades into the ground at their sides. Ryl had no explanation for the act. He had requested that the warriors disarm themselves, though the gesture that it produced was unexpected. There was symbolism to the act, yet he failed to grasp the concept. The Lei Guard’s faces remained emotionless as they unbuckled their sheaths, letting them fall to the earth.

      “Vox, I want you with me,” Ryl said as he returned his gaze toward the front. “The rest, follow at the rear. Let your emotions flow. I want no surprises.”

      The contingent of soldiers standing before them separated without delay as Ryl called the procession to action. The wash of calming emotion from the phrenics coated the party as they moved. Ryl looked upward at the treeline’s entrance to the woods before him. It took effort to force his emotion out into the forest beyond. With what little strength he could muster, he poured out a calming, pacifying emotion. He was bringing darkness into her midst. He begged for her trust and calm.

      He felt no response from the woods that closed around him, though there was no surprise in the lack of an answer. The woods still suffered mightily. He had assisted in tamping out the fires that had ravaged her front, yet there was nothing he could do to soothe the wounds. Time would be the balm she required.

      Ryl felt his core tighten as he stepped into the darkened maw of the woods. The dread that had once accompanied the forest’s path was no more, yet the excited welcome he’d grown accustomed to had ceased as well. He felt the alexen churn in his veins in preparation for the shadows. He closed his eyes for a moment, focusing on the darkness that lurked deep within him. He would not stand for retaliation.

      There was a disturbing lack of sensation underneath the boughs of the forest. He had expected an onslaught of feelings, yet the emptiness resounded throughout, easily overwhelming any feeling from the woods around him. The pathway ahead was dark, as he’d expected, yet the foliage and brambles that lined the edge of the pathway were far thinner than he recalled.

      Few guards remained along the pathway further into the forest. The veritable medical station and resting point that had clogged the pathway had cleared. As the fires had diminished, the ability to rest was evenly spread among the remains of those who took up temporary habitation within the Erlyn.

      The Lei Guard followed in his wake without question. There was no reaction from the woods as the legion of tainted warriors entered her midst. He was prepared with both calming emotion and withering darkened orders depending on which acted out of line first.

      Ryl heard the footsteps long before he recognized the figure that approached from the rear of the group. Andr hastened along the flank of the tainted warriors, skirting the narrow strip of terrain between the roadway and the river. The mercenary slowed as he reached Ryl’s side.

      “I’ll move ahead to the inner sanctuary,” Andr added as he matched pace with Ryl. “They need to know who returns from The Stocks. There are many among them who will likely recognize some of the faces of those who follow in your shadow. I’ll do what I can to prepare them for your arrival.”

      Ryl eyed the mercenary for a moment as the comment registered. He too recognized the faces of many among the withered, tainted shells of the guard. Some he’d known on a personal level. He found that at the moment, his concern, the underlying emotion, was swallowed by the emotionless chill of the darkness. He had no doubt that there would come a time when the repressed feelings would be overwhelming. It was a fear that twisted his stomach as his insides churned in anxious expectation.

      “I understand,” he replied in a whisper. “Thank you, my friend. Gather as many as you can. We’ll need to move them quickly. I have no intentions of dragging this on any longer. I have no confidence that they’ll go willingly.”

      Andr nodded, flashing Ryl a quick grin as he hastened ahead. It wasn’t long before the hollow thumping sounds of his footsteps on the bridge over the water echoed through the covered path. In the dim light, Ryl watched as the woods swirled before opening at the mercenary’s command. The leaves rustled as the hidden pathway closed behind him.

      They continued the march in silence. Over the hard-packed earth of the pathway through the forest, their footsteps made no sound. The quiet babbling of the river running lazily at their side was the only sound underneath the trees. Their progress slowed as they reached the bridge over the water. The procession bottlenecked for a moment before thinning as they crossed the wooden planks that spanned the icy waters below.

      Ryl moved ahead, stopping as he reached the edge of the forest beyond. He focused his mind, sending a pacifying wave of calm over the woods. The concern still lingered in the forefront of his mind. Abused and frantic, would the Erlyn accept the host of blackened warriors within her inner sanctum? He had no doubt that she would tolerate their presence along the road, yet granting access to the undisclosed confines of her depths was another question altogether.

      There was no emotional response either accepting or rejecting his call. He concentrated on the image of the inner bastion tucked safely away within the forest. After a moment, the woods responded to his call; the leaves rippled and swirled as the pathway peeled open before them. His concentration had been on the woods themself, not his surroundings. The figures standing in the mouth of the path gave him a momentary shock.

      He felt his muscles tighten involuntarily as they fired in response. He hovered dangerously close to the speed that waited in his veins.

      It was only an instant before the identity of the pair was fully noted. He relaxed, chiding himself for the response. For the lack of preparation and understanding. A mistake made as a result of sheer exhaustion.

      Aelin and Faya stood side by side a few meters into the path. Both of their youthful faces were wide with smiles.

      The emotions within his body had run wild. A burning intensity resounded from within as his own personal feelings demanded retribution for the fires, yet the intense heat had cooled as the last of the blaze had been snuffed out. His body, still shrouded by the darkness that lurked inside, was chilled. He felt numb to the emotions and sensations that played out underneath his skin. The reaction at their presence was there, yet it was nothing more than a dull tingle beneath his icy exterior.

      The small smile that cracked across his face was involuntary.

      “It is time, Ryl.” Faya’s voice was confident, brimming with a maturity that far surpassed her youth. “The forest waits. Have no fear. She watches over them, yet will not fight their presence as long as you are near.”

      Aelin inclined his head in greeting as Faya turned, marching slowly back along the center of the open track through the forest. In the distance, the glow of fires illuminated the chamber deep within. With a grin, he retreated, catching up with Faya in a few strides. She reached out her hand as he approached. He collected it without delay as they strode ahead of the group.

      There had been little time since his return to reunite with the unawakened, the friends he had left behind in the woods. His time had been split between maintaining control over the Lei Guard, hammering the flames with the intense blasts of wind, and tragically short periods of rest. Talking without direct purpose was an expenditure of energy that he couldn’t justify. So consumed was he with the task at hand, he’d pushed the thoughts and impulses aside.

      Aiding the ancient forest was his overwhelming concern. Her agonized wails clouded his mind, overpowering any thoughts of trivial pressures.

      He watched the pair walk hand in hand as he followed in their wake. Both had matured far beyond what he had remembered. With Aelin, the change had been instantaneous. He had felt the powers within the boy snap as the desperation of the situation had melted the barrier holding back the true strength within. In the brief glimpses of the youth he’d seen since his return, he continued to marvel at the progress he’d made. Still bearing the lankiness of youth, his frame had filled out substantially. A measure of the strength dwelling within his body was now visible in the muscles that had swelled.

      His attention shifted back to the Lei Guard who followed in his wake. The pacifying calm from the phrenics who surrounded him increased as they entered the shadow of the forested path. He turned as he walked, his vision scanning the faces of the tainted soldiers that followed obediently. Their faces were still eerily emotionless. The deadpan looks were chilling. They stared ahead, their eyes on him, yet their gazes seemed to focus on something unseen, far in the distance.

      With every step, he watched the blackness of their emotions ripple outward. They painted the clear dirt track of the forest with every footfall, though the darkness of their hatred refused to stick to the surface. It rebounded as it reached the edge of the earthen track, rippling back toward the source. The ground seemed to undulate with an inky sea of darkness, yet it appeared to be contained around its source. None gave any indications that they worked to emote a greater charge. He detected no sense among the group that violence lurked in their immediate intentions.

      Ryl increased his pace as the weariness in his body returned in a wave that was nearly crippling. There was little energy left. Little time left before he felt it would fade entirely. Every step began to feel monumental. His legs felt like they were made of stone, his feet hammering into the ground as he moved through the concealed path.

      A waft of warm air pushed along the walkway from the clearing within. The temperature was soothing. The hint of freshly cooked food hung heavily on the air. His stomach rumbled, yet the relaxing warmth turned his thoughts to nothing but rest. His mind was foggy as the cumulation of exhaustion for days finally sank in. The periphery of his vision blurred, the shadow constricting further as his attention strayed from his task. There was a moment of panic as he scanned the Lei Guard again, yet there were no changes in their dispositions. The withered shells followed willingly, like animals herded by the phrenics that surrounded them.

      The clearing was alive with activity. Ryl had yet to see the stronghold since returning from the capital city. There had been far too much to do. In the few fleeting moments that he’d allowed himself a measure of rest, he had found that the ground of the forest floor was more than a suitable place to lay his weary body.

      There was little left of what could be called a clearing. The area had been converted into a makeshift tent city as it swelled with the increase in population. Le’Dral’s guard resided among the soldiers of Vim. The remnants of House Eligar had merged easily into the group. They shared the space with the unawakened who now called this their home. Much of the terrain within the base of the great trees had been claimed long before the newest additions had arrived. Adding to the manpower, the cavalry had swelled substantially. Ryl and his companions had returned with hundreds of horses, either ridden or in tow. The corral swelled with added beasts, though the lack of space necessitated that many be stabled in the fallow fields that surrounded Tabenville.

      The sleepy work camp had seen its population boom with the return of Le’Dral and his troops from Cadsae. With them fled a host of hundreds of civilians running from the massacre in the city around the gates. They had been tormented by the horrors of the Horde; now it was the blades and wicked intentions of man that forced them to relocate yet again. Moment by moment, they were pushed further from the philosophies and principles that had guided the kingdom for ages. Their sympathies had shifted to the unawakened as they tasted but a fraction of what was forced upon the children the kingdom had locked away for generations.

      Aelin and Faya continued forward as they reached the clearing. Their path angled beyond the roaring campfire that dominated the center of the clearing. They moved toward a well-worn patch of earth that delineated the meager training grounds. The patch of grass had found steady use as the unawakened honed their abilities. Several groups still sparred as they entered; the staccato notes of their wooden blades striking each other echoed through the clearing. There were guards mixed among their number; Ryl was unsure if they acted as the de facto instructors or if they were wise enough to understand the true value of the training. He knew the time would come, and come quickly. There would be nothing more they could teach the unawakened. The students would become the instructors as they gained access to the inherent knowledge that lingered within their veins. He noted Andr moving among the group, pausing the training in preparation for their arrival.

      Familiar faces appeared throughout the individuals within the clearing. Gooseflesh rose along his arms as the comforting waves of warmth washed over his body. Though the sensation did little to penetrate the chill that had found permanent residence in his body, he understood the welcome that flowed from the bodies of the unawakened within the hidden forest sanctuary. Just as the hatred and darkness shadowed the ground, rippling out from where the Lei Guard walked, there was no controlling the sensation that pulsed from the unawakened. He felt the wash of several waves of focused emotion from all around him. They had learned much in his absence.

      Ryl made eye contact with as many as he could as he led the silent procession across the clearing. Regardless of the emotion that swelled within, his face remained impassive, as the effort to smile was a poor use of his remaining energy. He could feel the sensations churning through his body, yet they seemed disconnected and abstract as the icy feel of the darkness choked out their true impact. His body moved on sheer will alone.

      Faya separated from Aelin as she reached the cleared training grounds. She hastened to where her father waited off to the side of the fire. All attention in the hidden chamber had shifted from their current tasks as Ryl, the phrenics and the Lei Guard had arrived. He’d grown disturbingly accustomed to the weight of the stares leveled in his direction and the discomfort that accompanied them. He was thankful that the focus at the moment was not on him, but the troop of withered bodies that marched on his heels.

      The looks that spread across the faces of those who greeted them were mournful. Some wrinkled their noses as the shock and disgust of the dreaded warriors disrupted the peace of their sanctuary. They had been the ruthless enforcers of the kingdom for generations. They were nothing more than faceless apparitions to be feared for their merciless nature. For many, it was a deep-rooted sentiment that would never change.

      The overwhelming opinion, however, was that of pity. For a change, Ryl felt the weight of the attention levied on others. The unawakened were the most affected by the appearance of the uncloaked warriors. Whether they recognized any of the faces of those who followed in his wake was unclear. He was among the eldest of The Stocks, and there were but a few whom he knew. The angry, red brands that stood out against the pale skin of their necks were unmistakable.

      Faya stopped as she reached the opposite side of the training grounds where her father stood. She wrapped her arm around his waist, turning back to watch Ryl’s approach. Several paces to his side, her face covered in a worry that was palpable, slick from the tears that flowed unrestrained, stood Sarial. The lovingly dubbed Gran of the destitute family of tributes. She alone would have recognized the most among the Lei Guard. He could feel the sorrow, raw and unfocused, pulse from her body with every racking sob that shuddered her frame.

      Faya smiled at Ryl as he spoke.

      “The Erlyn is ready, Ryl,” she announced.

      Ryl nodded in response as he turned to address the Lei Guard who followed behind him. He issued a single, curt order to the warriors. As they reached the center of the clearing, their number split in two, each half angling outward around his position. Within a moment, he found himself encircled by a ring of emotionless faces. They stood shoulder to shoulder, two rows deep in a tight formation.

      He watched them carefully as they took their positions. The blackened emotions that naturally radiated from their bodies remained steady. There were no signs of anything but obedient apathy. Even the darkness within his core seemed disturbingly sedate.

      The position he placed himself in was unnerving. He was surrounded, outnumbered by a devastating force. Alone, how long would he fend off a charge if they chose to attack? He rotated his body in a slow circle, cataloguing each face that stared blankly back at him. They waited patiently for his next command.

      Ryl steeled his weary body for what was to come; his left hand flexed involuntarily as he anticipated the sting. He met eyes with the towering figure of Ramm looming over the heads of the Lei Guard.

      “There’s no other way,” he breathed. No matter how strong his influence, he understood that they would not go willingly to where he intended to lead. He understood the effects of inversion all too well.

      As he exhaled, he clenched his left fist into a ball. He could feel his fingernails biting into his skin as the woodskin was sluggish to react. The pain that raged through his arm was withering. His knees buckled underneath him, sending him toppling to the ground. He opened his mouth to scream, yet his voice faltered before it left his throat. From within, the darkness wailed as the tattoos inverted. The sensation of skin shearing, muscles tearing from bones brought tears to his weary eyes.

      The transition back to the alexen was jarring. The chill that had encased his body, that had dulled his senses almost exclusively for a week, faltered in an instant. Unlike the gradual, calm melting of ice in the warming sun, the cracks of the chill breaking tore violently through him as the heat from the alexen surged through his veins. There was little comfort in the brutal transition. The heat was uncomfortable; his heightened senses fired in unison as if they were making up for time and feeling as they thawed from the cold.

      Pain, the agonizing torment that ripped through his arm, faded, yet the discomfort lingered. One agony was exchanged for another as the throbbing sensation of the latent power of the alexen swelled. A white glow pulsed around the stained sun that remained in the negative space around his elbow. With every throb of power, the light flared around him. The darkness that creeped out from where the Lei Guard stood shrank back as the blinding glow forced it away.

      Ryl struggled to raise his arm as the orb of light coalesced around his hand. He gritted his teeth together as he forced his arm above his head. The weight of the condensing orb of light rapidly proved greater than he could withstand. With every push, he felt the remaining strength seep from his body. He toppled forward, his elbows digging into the ground of the clearing as he struggled to keep the ball of light airborne. To finish the task he had set out to accomplish.

      He was quickly failing.

      The darkness inside rumbled in vicious glee, taunting him for his weakness and his failures.

      Ryl screamed as he pushed back against the weight, forcing the orb into the air. His forehead fell to his right forearm as he struggled to keep at least his arm upright. Hot, salty tears poured from his eyes, puddling in the soil only a finger’s width from his face. He felt the tingle of numbness as the strength abandoned his lower extremities. The empty, deadened sensation spread upward as he forced everything he had into the effort.

      Though his eyes were clenched shut, his mindsight illuminated the scene that surrounded him. The ring of darkness pinched inward as his efforts faltered. The glow from the phrenics and unawakened were helpless to assist. There was time; there was energy for one final push.

      Ryl’s voice went hoarse as he roared while struggling against the weight of the swirling mass of light and energy. At first the notes that escaped his lips thundered with the combined force of the alexen. The ball of light crept slowly skyward; jagged sparks of light audibly cracked the air as his effort proved the results. Nearly a meter above his head, the panic crept into his mind.

      The strength of his voice failed as the remaining strength in his body caved under the weariness of his station. The cumulative cost of the burden all at once reared its head. It was too much to bear.

      He had expended all his energy. The power of the alexen, the pacifying force needed to pacify the tainted warriors, was failing before his eyes. Ryl felt as if his body were being crushed by the force of the collapsing ball of energy. From within, the darkness surged as it recognized the chance to strike.

      The wall of Lei Guards around him shifted closer as their ranks tightened around him.

      His vision was sporadic. Several points of light flashed in the darkness that closed over him. He felt the icy tendrils of the blackness within stab deep into his mind. Each penetrating jab replaced the hollow emptiness that had filled his veins as the alexen had ceded its strength to aid his cause.

      A break in the wall of darkness. A solitary pinpoint of light. Weak, though it cut through the shadow like an arrow through the air. Darkness enveloped his vision, blotting out the signatures of the alexen beyond the wall of the Lei Guard.

      A single pinpoint of light. A flash in the darkness was all that remained of his hopes.

      The fleeting sensation destined to be dashed by the oppressive hatred that crushed him.

      Ryl was alone.

      Isolated. His body caught between two diametric forces. There was no middle ground where he could exist. Darkness swelled over the ground, clawing its way up through his body. The light crushed down on him from above. The sickening realization of all that he’d strived for.

      The solitary glow remained. Feeble, yet it remained. It drew closer.

      Ryl felt his body toss abruptly as the icy chill snuffed out any last vestiges of heat in his core. The tears that streamed from his veins had traced hot trails down his cheeks. The water now crystalized as it rolled down his face.

      He felt his body rise from the earth. The pain that coursed through his body radiated throughout every fiber of his being. The strength to open his eyes failed him. He was little more than a ragdoll, sealing the failure of his life.

      Images, diametric and stunning, flashed into his mind. The abrupt changes in light and dark clouded the truth behind the meanings, never giving his mind or senses time to property adjust. He saw silhouettes of figures in the blinding light. Flashes of color—vibrant green and the azure blue of crystal-clear sky. Flames flashed red before sizzling into charcoal grey and blacks. Shadows, mere hints of something foul and ominous, streaked through the void.

      He felt overwhelming joy one moment. The next, gut-wrenching fear and disillusion choked the will to live.

      His failures would be felt by the world over.

      The unawakened would see persecution once again.

      The phrenics would be snuffed from the world, relegated to nothing more than myths before being forgotten entirely.

      He was the cause of their demise. He was the uniting factor who had cobbled the final volatile elements together. He was the author of their own demise. Simultaneously the savior of their race and the arbiter of their doom.

      His voice cracked and broke as he screamed into the oblivion that consumed him. The rage that powered the vocalizations of the alexen had long since passed. It was now his own voice, feeble and failing, that wailed alone. Ryl lost all sense of his surroundings as the light and the darkness compressed upon him. Somehow his hand held the blazing, purifying orb from collapsing on him.

      There was noise around him, yet he could distinguish nothing but his own pitiful screams. Pressure rose across his frame. He pictured the competing forces that sought to control, to destroy him and compress his body. They would be here soon.

      Without warning or notice, a moment of clarity consumed the haze that enveloped him. But for a flash, a mere blink of an eye, the truth of the situation was apparent. Though startling, the clarity was a relief. His voice. The scream that had poured from his lips was real. His fatigue was real. The struggle that raged within his body was real.

      The rest of the situations that surrounded him were in stark contrast.

      The Lei Guard remained where they stood. The emotionless looks that seemed ingrained into the fabric of their very faces were altered. Their eyes told all. The focus was once again centered squarely on him. They looked at him with expressions of limitless pity.

      Through the gaps between their withered forms, the others, the phrenics, the unawakened, soldiers he’d rallied to his cause shared a similar look.

      That he was a catalyst, he was sure. Whether through destiny or fate, the prophecy had proven real. To a point.

      The pressure on his arms increased, as did the volume and intensity of the voice that bellowed in his ear. It was a note that was unmistakable. The truth of the flowing signature was confirmed. Aelin stood behind him, propping his dead weight aloft. One arm supported his left, holding the massive weight of the purifying energy aloft; the other wrapped around his right arm over the tattoo of Kaep’s hand.

      “Now, Ryl,” the voice pleaded. He could feel the youth tremble as his strength too faded.

      The youth’s hand clamped down on Ryl’s right arm. Pain radiated outward with the jolt of energy that surged through his body. The light, the smothering mass hovering above his left arm, swelled, spinning wildly as it rose into the sky above. With the last of Ryl’s strength, he squeezed his hand into a fist.

      There was a thunderous popping sound.

      A flare of blinding light from above.

      The eyes of the Lei Guard remained locked firmly onto him. The expressions had shifted again.

      Joyous tears of black liquid streamed down their faces.

      The world around him swelled with a blinding light.

      His world went utterly black.
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      Kenin had felt the disturbances long before his eyes had resolved the true nature of the situation. His scout group was days into their patrols before they encountered the disturbance that had given an unwelcome speed to their movement.

      Darkness swelled on the outskirts of their vision.

      A foul odor wafted through the trees, carried by the warm breath of wind from the desolate terrain of the wastes.

      Their collective consciousness was keen to understand the odor.

      The Horde were close.

      Though there was no concrete understanding of the behavior of the beasts from the wastelands beyond the fringe of the woods. No proven truth to the rumors and conjecture that defined their existence. It was widely viewed among their number that they, like their phrenic counterparts, could feel or see the powers of the opposing element within their blood. From Ryl’s description, it was more likely that the sense was less developed, yet they keyed in on the glow of the alexen, pursuing it with an intensity that was uncompromising.

      Hunted it relentlessly.

      Since the fall of the Prophet’s Tree, he could feel the weakening of the woods. There was an undeniable sense of emptiness to the forest that stretched beyond the edge of their mountain home. The connections they’d always felt, though slight, had been comforting. Now there was nothing. The trees hadn’t changed, yet their majesty, their intrinsic luster, was gone. The bark, merely normal bark; there were no more hints of whispers in the rustle of the leaves together.

      At the edge of the woods, nearly a day’s journey to the east, their progress had stopped. The source of their discomfort was clear. At the edge of the woods, the normally lifeless terrain was covered in a sea of writhing blackness. The deep crimson bodies of the Horde jostled among each other as they paused at the edge of the forest.

      Silently they had observed the mass for some time. The demons had vanished with the departure of Ryl and his scout group moons in the past. Still no signs had been noted as Paasek led the handful of others of their order from the safety of Vim. Without warning, the mass had arrived on their doorstep several weeks later. Countless thousands spilled out across the withered terrain.

      For a few moments they both remained still, eyes locked onto each other.

      Waiting.

      It was clear their presence had been noted. The agitated motion of the demons had stilled. They now stood resolute, firm like darkened statues on the burnt orange, deadened landscape that stretched into the unknown distance behind them.

      The sound started from somewhere among their number. A low growl swelled quickly into a bloodcurdling wail. The call was adopted by each of the demons as they threw their heads back into the air. Jagged teeth gnashed together; their wicked claws flexed and curled as their fingers twitched with excitement.

      A solitary, blackened figure stepped forward, easily loping across the several meters to the edge of the forest. It paused for a moment, shuddering as it shook off the binds of whatever had held it back. Like breaking through an invisible barrier, it shattered through the undergrowth, breaching the protective barrier of the forest’s front.

      The mass surged forward in pursuit.

      He and his scout group were among the seven phrenics who had remained in Vim.

      All had felt their powers shift without understanding the cause over the last moon. Like the changing forest, they too changed with little explanation or reason.

      There would be no stemming this tide alone.

      Kenin wasted no time calling the retreat. The city must be warned. It would be saved now only by the speed of their desperation.

      The roar of the pursuing demons thundered through the night.
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      Ryl stretched as he exited the enclosed pathway through the forest. The tightness in his muscles still lingered from the extended period of inaction that had him hobbled. The sight before him, as it always was, was disturbing.

      Rays of sunlight filtered through the gaps in the trees, creating vivid beams that reached the ground. He couldn’t suppress the hopeful feeling that coursed through his veins as he surveyed the grove that stretched out before him. There was a distinct odor to the clearing. It smelled of rot, decay and of death, though here, it was a smell he relished.

      He had long since stopped questioning the mysteries of the ancient, sentient woods. Her majesty was undeniable. Ryl moved slowly forward, passing carefully between the low-hanging vines of the trees. Suspended a hand’s width from the ground below each of the trees, several bodies hung, wrapped tightly in the vines. The Erlyn had collected each of those who were once Lei Guard, holding them in thrall as she worked to rid them of the taint that had been forced upon them.

      Though the sun was high in the cloudless sky, the chamber was filled with the soothing sound of rain. The staccato drops of blackened liquid that dripped from the terminus of the vines combined into the noise of the artificial shower. It was a sickening precipitate, yet every drop gave him hope.

      His eyes catalogued each of the faces of those wrapped in the hanging vines. As unnatural as their positions were, for all purposes, they appeared at ease, their bodies finally resting as the forest worked to right the evil that had been forced upon them, that they’d endured silently for cycles. A part of him wondered if, in fact, he was no worse than their previous masters.

      It was at his direction that many had died on the return from the capital. It was the power that resided in him that had absorbed the taint from their bodies. His actions had driven them to the trees where they now hung, swinging gently in stasis. How long would it take for the Erlyn to take its course? In what condition would they emerge when she released her hold?

      Uncertainty surrounded his thoughts. The combined knowledge of the alexen inside had no answer for the questions that addled his mind. There were no comparable experiences to pull from. The Erlyn had been largely silent in response to his queries. With every passing moment, the pain that had consumed her senses faded, though the acute loss remained. Along the face of the great woods, the border of the forest had lost tens of meters of new growth. In some places where the fires had raged unchecked, the loss stretched for more than fifty. Great patches of charred earth remained in their place. The ravaged husks of trees, blackened and dead, stood like gravestones along the face of the forest.

      Ryl shifted his body, twisting to the side as the greedy vines stretched lazily for his arm as he passed. In solitude, he reached the opposite edge of the clearing. He turned back to face the haunting grove, rolling his eyes over the trees one last time. He couldn’t help but wonder if he should join the bodies suspended from the vines. A life unburdened by the fate and power of the alexen and nexela resided only meters away.

      He knew it was a feeble consideration. A path of least resistance that would leave his tasks woefully unfulfilled.

      For nearly two weeks he had slept. It had been a dreamless slumber. As the blinding orb of energy had detonated in the air above, the remaining consciousness had faded from his body. Exhausted as they were, neither his body nor mind had any energy reserves left for ruminations or the distractions of dreams. Nothing but a steady, thoughtless black void existed where nothing, neither time nor sensation, mattered nor accompanied him.

      He had awoken refreshed. He could feel his body itching for the relief of motion as if it were a spring, coiled, ready to react. Yet there were few moments of blissful peace as he squinted his eyes against the dim light of the chamber underneath the great tree. Thoughts and concerns, pent up over the time spent lingering, rushed into his mind without warning or separation. He found himself bombarded by waves of confusing emotions and sensations both internal and external.

      His companions had been busy while he slumbered. As the consciousness departed his body for a much-needed rest, the activity that surrounded him spurred into action. The Lei Guard, the withered shells of the tributes, had been moved carefully into their arboreal rest.

      Ryl surveyed the bodies swinging gently among the vines of the sickly-looking trees. He had helped bring them to this point, yet it was the labor of others that had carried them the final distance. His mindsight snapped to view unbeckoned, painting the picture of the grove that stretched out before him. The chamber was now deceivingly expansive. Thousands remained ensnared by the trees. Each was marked by a meager, yet disturbing void. Neither light nor darkness pulsed from their beings, yet the scar on his mindsight remained. Unlike those who had never been touched or cursed by the gifts in their blood, who produced no signature, they were obvious to his mindsight, yet he failed to understand the extent of the process they underwent.

      Would they be invisible to the phrenic mindsight after they were released from the Erlyn’s care, or would they forever be marked by the advent?

      It was an answer that would have to wait.

      Ryl felt the pull toward the west. In his slumber, with the last of the fires snuffed out, the preparations for their departure had taken priority. Their remaining hours on the soil of Damaris were limited.

      Morning would see them leave the great woods behind. Depart the relative protection, or imprisonment depending on what perspective it was viewed from, of The Stocks. Their destination was unknown to the majority of those who called the temporary shelter of the penned-in expanse their home. Their new habitation was somewhere far out in the unknown wilderness of the Outlands beyond. Far beyond the curve of the horizon, tucked safely among the mountains, was their destination. Vim awaited the return of her sons and daughters. Awaited the unawakened with open arms.

      Ryl’s attention was drawn to a single pinpoint of light that moved among the staggered signatures of the Lei Guard. The glow was dim, yet it moved with a certainty that clearly defined its path toward his location. He scanned the haunting grove with his eyes, catching only the hints of motion in the spaces between the trees and bodies that were suspended from the vines. He felt a momentary rush of panic jolt through his veins as he recognized the signature for who it was.

      Faya moved among the trees though her steps were confident and purposeful.

      Ryl darted forward, moving with haste through the trees, working to intercept the youth, He tucked his arms into his sides as he slipped carefully between the hanging vines. His path intersected Faya’s somewhere near the middle of the grove. The youth paused as he approached; a smile split her face, seemingly stretching ear to ear.

      He slowed to a walk as he approached.

      “Faya, my dear.” His voice was calm though he struggled to hide the trepidation from his words. He trusted the Erlyn implicitly. His bond with the woods was strong, yet even so, he understood little of the processes at play within the clearing. Da’agryn had warned Andr of touching the trees. It was a warning that all who’d witnessed this inner sanctum had heeded.

      “Are you alone?” he whispered as his eyes scanned the grove for any signs of movement. Nothing save for the gentle swinging of the bodies suspended by the vines registered in the field of his vision.

      His connection with the ancient forest was strong, yet it was dwarfed by the understanding that the youth before him possessed. She had controlled the pathways of the forest since nearly the first moment she had arrived. Oftentimes, she wandered from the others, choosing to instead sit at the base of a great tree, chatting merrily with the silent forest. The Erlyn proved to be an admirable listener, yet Ryl, for all of his understanding, wasn’t privy to the words shared between the two, nor did he pry.

      His experiences under the boughs of the great forest and in the presence of the alexen had instructed him in one very valuable lesson. Uncertainty and secrecy guided many of their actions, yet he understood that when the time was right, the answers would be revealed.

      Faya’s sightless eyes studied his face for a few moments, watching as the thoughts raced through his mind. She giggled as she intuitively picked up on the thoughts and concerns that traversed through his veins.

      “I’m not alone, Ryl. I’m with you.” She giggled. The youthful features of her face were more readily apparent as she grinned, though he had seen the deadly seriousness when the visions took control. “Have no fear for them. The Erlyn will watch over them until they are ready to be truly free.”

      He opened his mouth to question, yet shut it as the unquestioning look from Faya sealed his lips.

      “She suffers still, yet she mends daily.” Faya spoke as she reached her hand tentatively out toward Ryl’s left arm.

      Her fingers paused for a moment before tracing the outline of the sun tattooed over the crook of his arm. The blazing orb that had dominated the puzzling markings was now a far cry from its original splendor. Streaks of black crossed much of its roiling surface. The lines undulated as the sun behind them moved at a dizzying pace. Around its perimeter, the shadows pushed against the borders, though for the time being, as stained as it was, the light withstood the pressure of the darkness.

      “Your suffering persists,” she mouthed as the smile faded from her lips.

      There was little Ryl could do to deny the observation. Perhaps the lack of her natural eyesight enhanced her perception. She saw things, understood far more than expected of one with her youth.

      “Does it still hurt?” she quizzed. There was an innocent, nonjudgmental nature to her voice. She knew he’d hidden the lingering sensation, yet spoke nothing of it among the others.

      “Aye. There is seemingly no end, I’m afraid,” Ryl responded honestly. The agony that had consumed his left arm, whether a product of the successive switching of the elements within, inverting the tattoos that covered his skin, or something more, hadn’t stopped aching since he’d awoken. No amount of stretching nor warming up aided in relieving the pain.

      He felt the undeniable heft of the darkness that he’d drawn into his veins. Since he’d awoken, their voices had been nothing more than a dissatisfied grumble. The throbbing discomfort, the signifying agony that swelled in proximity to the nexela, was silent. His body felt colder than normal, yet he experienced the fire of the alexen as it coursed through his veins. His vision was clear; the haze that marred the periphery had scattered like dust in the wind. All of his senses seemed heightened back to levels he’d experienced before giving in to the shadows.

      Even still, it was the whole of his body that ached. It was more than just a physical nagging, the sensation was internal as well. There was an anxiety that consumed the entirety of his frame. The final push to the hidden city of Vim was upon them, yet he felt something was missing. A monumental piece that was just beyond the boundary of his comprehension. The western horizon called to him.

      “Are you sure they will wait for our return?” Ryl posed the question. Faya’s face looked up at him, her sightless eyes boring through him for a moment. Her face contorted for a moment, a look of melancholy that faded as quickly as it had come.

      “They will wait for the right moment,” Faya responded. Her answer pointedly avoided the full question, though Ryl didn’t push the response.

      “I’m excited to experience the hidden city,” she added as she reached to collect his right hand, turning expectantly toward the border of the woods from whence she had arrived. “I’ve heard so much of the wonders from the phrenics and Vigil. I’ve seen it in my dreams. I feel like I’ve known the place my whole life.”

      Her voice wavered a touch at the end of the sentence. He knew there was more she wanted to say. Ryl gave her time to formulate the words, walking in silence as they weaved through the trees. Faya pulled him to a stop as they reached the tree line at the exit of the grove.

      “You’ll come see us one day, won’t you?” Her head drooped as she forced the words out through the sadness that had overtaken her.

      Ryl was taken aback by the question. He knew something was bothering her, yet this was far from what he had expected.

      “Faya, I intend to see you safely to Vim,” he responded as he turned to face the youth.

      “I know you do, Ryl. You will do everything within your power to see it through,” she whimpered. “Yet what we intend and what will be are often two different things. Our plans and the plans fate holds are rarely the same.”

      Ryl observed the youth for a moment. He took a knee before her, peering into the depths of her sightless eyes, probing for answers in their depths.

      “You’ve had more visions, haven’t you?” Ryl probed gently. “What have you seen?”

      “I have,” she whispered. “My dreams have been restless while you slept. I’ve seen a weary column marching across the desolate, barren expanse. I’ve seen the great mountain stretching up to the sky. I’ve seen flashes of the valley floor, great structures lining the streets, grand facades carved into the living face of the mountain. Yet it is not what I’ve seen, it is who I haven’t that bothers me.”

      Ryl watched as she inhaled a deep breath before formulating her next statement.

      “I’ve searched for you,” she continued. “I have no control over their coming, yet to some degree, I have some control over the content. I can find no trace of your signature. Your face is never among the crowds.”

      “I know not what it means, Faya,” Ryl responded, allowing a gentle wave of comfort to flow over the child. “I will not abandon you or the others. I’ll see this through to the end.”

      “You will not abandon us, yet I see none of your signature with us.” Faya sighed. “Prophecy draws you elsewhere. Perhaps where you’re truly needed is not with us.”

      Ryl had no response to the comment, as the thoughts ran rampant through his mind. His attention was continuously drawn to the nagging feeling pulling him toward the west. An image flashed into his mind unexpectedly. Remnants of a vision as Da’agryn faded into his final rest.

      The wind swept over his body; its icy gusts cut deep into his skin. The smoothed stone below his feet felt like he was walking on ice. His vision swept across the seemingly endless landscape that opened up before him. From the peak of the statue, high in the Haven Mountains, his vision stretched far over the great forest at the base of the stone. The ground rumbled; great thundering cracking sounds ripped over the whistle of the winds. The massive stone arm of the statue extended; for a moment, its finger pointed toward the west before rotating to face its palm to the horizon.

      His interpretation of the images altered as he viewed it the second time. The tangent of where the statue pointed angled further south than along the line of the mountains that ran in a nearly perfect line due west. He had the sickening feeling that he understood the truth of Faya’s statement.

      In the coming day, they would depart, crossing the hundreds of miles to the safety of Vim. He would accompany them, lead the procession onward to the west.

      Yet his destination was elsewhere.
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      The morning broke with the hint of rain in the distance. Ryl had risen well before dawn, ensuring final preparations had been completed before they departed. Their hidden bastion in the center of the woods wasn’t alone, as the activity bustled at its southern border and from the misty settlement tucked against the edge of the mountains.

      Already, the procession of individuals filed from the swollen village of Tabenville. The citizens who inhabited its dilapidated houses had no intention of remaining as their protection departed the forest in bulk. The waterlogged air, heavy with the spray and moisture from the waterfall, was oppressive.

      Perhaps for the first time in generations, the realization of some of the tortures that the tributes had faced on a daily basis was revealed. The permanently damp confines were simply intolerable to most.

      Outside the charred edge of the forest, the bulk of the soldiers and cavalry had already grouped. Comrades in arms bid grateful farewells to those who had risked all to protect their numbers. Ryl and his companions had departed Leremont mounted atop beasts gifted graciously by the new regent of the kingdom. Through the battles that had marred their trek, their herd had swelled to proportions far greater than they could maintain. Most of the horses would be remaining in the kingdom, though a little more than one hundred would serve as pack animals, while others would take shifts bearing those who still nursed injury or others in need.

      Too great a number would be impossible to move through the forest, even as thinned as it had become. The logistical factors weren’t the only concern. The city of Vim was protected on all sides by sheer walls of stone. The inner sanctuary was accessible only by steep and winding stairs. There was only so much arable land for them to retain the mounts; too many would have gone to waste among the hearty citizens of the mountains. The bulk were gifted to those who would remain in the kingdom.

      Ryl had been true to his word to the tributes. Their freedom was granted. He had assembled their number alone after returning from the haunting grove with Faya. In a few words and with no added emotion, he spoke to them. He did nothing to downplay the difficulty of the journey ahead or of the intensity of the trials of awakening they would have in store for them. Nor did he downplay the difficulties and tragedies that would exist if they were to remain in Damaris. Though there were pockets where they would find solace, they were still few and far between. The kingdom would need time to understand itself, for the fallacy of the hatred and the blindness of their leaders to be exposed for what they were.

      The taint was impossible to hide.

      Ryl was unsurprised that none refused the offer to experience the mysteries of the hidden city. To understand the true power that flowed through their veins. All had lost everything since they’d been forced into imprisonment inside The Stocks. Though they’d been free from the oppressive control of the kingdom, none, save for a few, had ventured from within the confines of the palisades.

      Expectantly, they were anxious to depart. Ryl understood the trepidation that flowed through many of their veins. Unfiltered, raw emotions flowed from many. The mixture was more potent than ever, as they had all grown substantially under the tutelage of the phrenics. Though his future was still unknown at the time of his Harvest, he recalled the emotions that had coursed through his veins as he took his first steps as a free man outside the great walls that had dominated his existence. It was both exhilarating and exciting.

      In many ways, the journey ahead of them now mirrored his. Though guided and free of the curse of the poison that had been forced upon them, they would move into the depths of the forbidden Outlands, searching for the mirage of hope and peace that they had only the words of others to rely on.

      Sadly, it was not all who would be making the journey. Captain Cipri was among those who would be remaining in Damaris. Though Ryl mourned the loss of his companionship, blade and steadfast leadership, he understood the determination of the captain. All but a few of the soldiers from House Eligar, still clad in the nondescript, drab garb that signified no allegiance, would be returning to their homelands. The times ahead, moons or cycles, would be trying for their house, as it would be among others, though Ryl expected they’d fare far better than most.

      Their lands were fortified, set against the mountains, preventing any substantive flanking attacks. Sheer numbers would be required to overwhelm their defenses, and that, he understood, would be nearly impossible beyond the infighting that was sure to ripple through the other houses.

      The leadership, in some cases the entire bloodline that had ruled for longer than any could remember, would crumble, descending into madness as their bodies deteriorated with the separation from the cursed Blessing that had both given the gift of extended life, but cursed them now with their downfall.

      Allegiances would be formed, shedding a virulent history of clandestine power grabs and greed. Without the protection of the throne, they would be left to fend for themselves.

      Fay’s position was precarious, yet tenable. Through his family’s holdings among the Anvil Mountains, he controlled the bulk of the much-needed steel the kingdom relied upon. With a single order, he could cripple the supply for cycles. His threats, though they likely seemed idle to some, were sincere. If pushed, he could render the mines inaccessible, as each was, as his warning professed, packed heavily with explosives.

      Ryl felt an uncomfortable twist in his gut as his thoughts turned to the eccentric young lord. He would miss the man he had come to understand and respect. They had come far from their initial meeting on the seas. The man whom he’d originally known only as his power-hungry, vicious sponsor had turned out to be so much more indeed. A true benefactor. An unwavering supporter. A lifelong friend.

      He turned from his thoughts, watching as the column of humanity streamed from the hidden chamber inside the heart of the woods. All were prepared for the journey as best they could. Packs containing a measure of dried rations and bedrolls were slung upon the backs of all those who were able. The horses were loaded heavily with the remainder of their resources. He studied the expressions written across their faces as they filed by where he remained. Most cast a final view around the hidden sanctuary they had called their home for the past few moons. The massive trees they’d slept among, the forest herself, had left an indelible impression upon all who’d lived within her midst. With few exceptions, their faces were determined, though the uncertainty still lingered.

      Few among them had experienced the waste of the Outlands that they would soon endure. The journey would be long. By all estimations, it would take a moon if not more of hard travel. Nights sleeping under the canopy of trees or under the stars above were ahead of them. Unknown dangers lurked along the way as they departed the relative protection of the trees and the looming walls of stone. To an individual, all were armed.

      The weapons confiscated from the army had been spread among those who took the first steps of the journey. The unawakened all bore steel or a bow. Their training had been regimented. In many cases, their skills matched or even surpassed those of their capable trainers, yet few had faced true combat. Even so, with heads held high, they marched into uncertainty, placing their trust in Ryl, the phrenics and the Vigil, who led them to their new home hidden among the mountains far to the west. Unknown dangers lurked along the way.

      His gaze focused on Rolan as he walked along the side of a group of unawakened. Faya’s arms were wrapped around his neck as he carried her on his back. Tears streamed down her face as they departed the chamber. The youth shared an unnatural bond with the forest to an extent that far surpassed his own abilities. While he could sense the emotions of the ancient forest, command the pathways through her midst, her understanding of the Erlyn ran far deeper. She spoke to the woods, listening as if conversing with any other who stood at her side. It was a curious connection. He marveled at the complexity of the wonder.

      Ryl was among the last to depart the inner chamber of the great forest. Andr stood at his side, his face impassive, cataloguing the procession as the last of the soldiers filed through the arboreal opening. The mercenary’s vision, like his had moments earlier, rolled over the chamber that surrounded him. They were leaving it as they had found it. Though it had bustled with activity, the cook fires had been doused, the trampled grasses already springing back as the feet that trod on them shuffled from the area. It wouldn’t be long before the grove that had provided them sanctuary, like that of Taben and his meager force over a thousand cycles earlier, would bear no remnant of their presence.

      “This may be the last time you walk among the heart of the forest,” Ryl added, though his voice was distant.

      At his side, Andr turned his head to meet his gaze. A flash of a weak smile split across his face.

      “Aye. The woods have left an irrefutable mark. One that will not wash away with time,” he responded with an undeniable touch of melancholy to his voice. “I will forever be indebted to her for her wisdom and the boon she’s provided, yet as with the unawakened, we’ve helped lay the seeds of her future. She will grow beyond the walls, restoring the grandeur of her ancient past, though neither of us will be there to see it.

      “It bears no more repeating, yet I’ll say it again,” the mercenary continued. “I’ll follow you to the end, my friend.”

      He placed his hand on Ryl’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. With another quick grin, he adjusted the straps of his pack before moving toward the exit of the inner chamber. It was only moments before the mercenary’s silhouette faded into the dim pathway through the woods.

      Ryl crossed the expanse of the chamber, stopping just before the entrance to the pathway. To his side, one of the great trees that had provided shelter for them while they lingered in the forest loomed tall. Its massive trunk stretched skyward to where it formed the canopy high overhead. He inhaled a deep, steadying breath as he placed his hand against the bark of the massive root system that supported the tree.

      He’d steeled his body against the deluge of information that surged into him. For a few moments, his mind reeled from the multitude of senses as it struggled to comprehend the overwhelming wealth of information. The thunder of the heavy footfalls moving through the forest rumbled through his body. He felt the gentle, cool tickle of the wind as it jostled the leaves high above. Pain still radiated from her southern border. The flames had been doused, yet the heat still radiated from the wound. He mourned with her for the loss of so much of her growth.

      There was an infinite sadness that would linger long beyond his departure. Beyond the departure of mankind from this world. For ages, she had watched over the unawakened, bearing witness as their rightful humanity was stripped from their beings. She had sheltered them over the past moons, ceded control to the host who would bear the weight of her defenses. She watched them stream from her midst like a parent watching their child take their first steps of independence.

      He searched for a few moments for the signs of hope through the pain that lingered. Hidden within the overpowering emotions was the sign he sought. He could feel the pulsing of her energy as it radiated outward through the connection beyond the woods. The warmth of her energy faded rapidly as it traced the cold tendrils and roots below the earth. Reconnection would be a long and arduous process, yet steps had been made.

      He could feel the weight of the soil outside the palisade as it pressed upon the tender new roots. It was cold and lifeless, surrounding him, flavoring the air with distinct earth notes that were familiar, yet altogether foreign.

      It was the Erlyn that interrupted his survey. Without warning, the images flashed into his mind. The views were fragmented, yet he understood the intent. He walked along hidden tracks beneath the thinning foliage, some of their weaving paths no wider than game trails. Openings in the trees were carpeted with a lush layer of green grasses swaying in the breeze. Bushes laden with berries lined the edges of crystal-clear pools. The water rippled as the silhouettes of fish churned in their depths. An unending line of forest, unbroken by a solitary pathway that reached a dead end at its border.

      The images, while vivid, were hazy in appearance. Their edges blurred as if the recollection faded over time, yet the intent was clear.

      The Erlyn, though her connection was separated by generations, provided the road map through the woods beyond the wall. Her aid continued though the connection would end once they passed beyond the great wall of stone that defined her western border. The final image was the most profound. With their departure, the woods that had provided the shelter for so many would close her borders to the world beyond. He shuddered at the wave of sadness that rolled through her.

      There was little that needed to be said as the gratitude poured from his body into the ancient woods. She had provided more than he’d ever imagined. The connection was profound. He would miss her as much as he would any other dear friend. With a final push, he poured a single feeling back through the connection.

      Hope.

      It had guided him here. It would go with him as he departed.

      He felt the moisture welling in his eyes as he pulled his hand from the great tree. The disorientation lingered for a few moments as he severed the connection though it was only a matter of steps before he regained his footing. From the clearing behind him, the pattering sounds of heavy droplets of water on the ground swelled as moisture dripped from the leaves above. He held out his hand as the rolling wave of precipitation reached his side of the clearing. Ryl closed his eyes, lifting his face skyward as the beads of water splashed on his skin. Each drop sent a spark of energy and emotion through his body.

      The Erlyn wept.

      With a final sweeping gaze of the chamber, Ryl turned, pulling the hood up over his head, striding into the open mouth of the pathway through the forest.

      There was a rustle of leaves as the pathway sealed behind him.
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      Ryl was the last to arrive at the shadowed entrance of the Erlyn. Already, the pathway that bisected her, leading to the settlement of Tabenville, had constricted. New growth stretched out from the base of the forest, creeping its way onto the hard-packed earth of the well-worn track.

      The time of the ancient woods’ assistance was coming to an end. She understood that the unawakened, the precious remainder and the hope of a people were leaving. She would accept no visitors within her midst, yet she would not be alone. Thousands remained among the vines of her branches as the poison of the nexela was leached from their bodies. That she would watch over them, he was sure. For how long they would linger, that was the question.

      He vowed one day to return. To complete that which he had started.

      Her strength had flagged. She had been weary when Ryl had arrived after disrupting the Harvest. It was hard to believe that it had only been a matter of several moons. Her suffering, though intense, had sapped all that she had recovered and far more with it. Though he knew she would always provide a willing home, a bastion for those who understood the ways of the phrenic, there would be solace in her empty domain.

      She had rebuilding to do. The rekindling of ages of connections would not happen overnight. Ryl realized that if he were to survive to the full extent of his life, his time among the world would only be but a blip in the history of her existence.

      In time, words of her grandeur and deeds would fade into legend. She would continue to bide her time. Waiting patiently, watching.

      Outside the forest, the cleared terrain of The Stocks teemed with humanity. A small group stood a few meters beyond the shadow of the woods. Ryl noted Captains Le’Dral and Cipri and, surprisingly, Lenu among the group. The latter leaned heavily on a wooden crutch, her body tightly bandaged around the abdomen, the stoic frame of Paasek looming over her. A few paces to her side, Mender Jeffers flashed her annoyed glances, as the ever-watchful mender was clearly displeased that his patient had disobeyed his orders. He would have better luck convincing the sun not to rise than persuade the stubborn Vigil.

      The first of the civilians, the survivors of the massacres both outside and within the walls, already shuffled along the dirt track to the south. They moved without the protection of the forces of House Eligar that would make the return trip with them. Arranged in neat lines, Fay’s troops waited silently for their command. As Ryl surveyed the assembled troops, he noted the varied designs of other apparel mixed in among their ranks. Guards from Le’Dral’s troops made up the bulk of the added number. He was surprised, though pleasantly, to note the telltale grey of the Vigil among their number.

      The conversation stopped as he and Andr reached the group, nodding politely to those assembled. Cipri grinned, as he understood the askew look that clearly showed upon his face.

      “Councilor Lenu and Captain Le’Dral have been kind enough to grant leave to any who chose to remain here,” Cipri acknowledged. “They will be welcomed in the lands of Hose Eligar with open arms. As you know, you will be too, my lord.”

      The smile was unrestrained, splitting across his face, though his regimented martial demeanor still resounded. Ryl had forgotten the matter between him and the eccentric Lord Eligar.

      “It is an invitation I aim to accept. Though not yet, I’m afraid.” He sighed. “Let whatever lands I have be open for any of those who’ve chosen to stay. Take whatever funds needed for their lodging from the wealth of my estate and title if need be.”

      Captain Cipri stopped him with a chuckle that rumbled uncontrolled from his belly.

      “You are a peculiar man, my friend,” he acknowledged as he regained control of his faculties. “I assure you there will be no need for that.”

      “I have little care for wealth,” Ryl grumbled. “For far too long, the only value I understood was that of the lives that were bought and sold. Please see that they are taken care of, though I’m sure they will account for themselves well.”

      Cipri nodded in acceptance.

      “I have no doubt,” he admitted.

      Ryl’s eyes shifted from the captain to the group moving steadily down the dusty track. The group carried little with them save for small packs of food for the journey. Most were unarmed.

      “They march into the uncertain,” Ryl noted to no one in particular. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the stealthy form of Cavlin stalking through the crowd. The guard inclined his head in greeting as he approached.

      “What of the army?” Ryl quizzed the assembled group.

      Le’Dral made eye contact with Cavlin, nodding subtly.

      “We’ve ridden the length of The Stocks since the fires were snuffed out,” the guard responded confidently. “The last of their number filed from the Pining Gate a few days ago. They moved with haste; they never cast the place a second glance. Few, perhaps a few hundred, remain as guards to those who remain in Cadsae; only a score of their original force still man the palisades.”

      Though for the moment, The Stocks appeared safe, the lingering worry remained as to the fate of Cipri’s troop. The trek to the lands of House Eligar to the east was long. Though he doubted any coordinated response from any of the armies, there was nothing he could do to ensure their safety.

      “We believe there is little to fear, Ryl,” Le’Dral interjected, seemingly reading his mind. “Word was sent to House Eligar by boat. Providing the missive has reached its intended target, the armada, large enough to carry the remainder of their guards and the civilians who’ve accepted the offer of refuge, will have likely sailed. They will not have to wait long beyond when they arrive at Cadsae.”

      Ryl appreciated the forethought. He doubted that even if the soldiers had to march across the width of the kingdom, they would encounter much coordinated resistance. The guards returning to the houses they called home would likely have little mind for further violence unless provoked. What was supposed to have been a rout of the unsuspecting forces of the rebellion had turned into a disaster of epic proportions. Aside from their number, the largest portion of the dead from their assault was among the citizens who had been brutalized for their sympathies. After retaking the wall, cornering Le’Dral’s force inside the woods, the collective moral had boomed. Their mission was seemingly in their grasp.

      Their overconfidence was tragically misguided.

      Ryl had returned from the capital with a force they could do nothing to combat. The cold, paralyzing emotions of the Lei Guard had instilled terror as the phrenics and the cornered army had countered. Thousands of their number had perished or had been injured. There was little fight left in the filthy, weary souls who were granted their release following the extinguishing of the fires that raged along the face of the ancient woods.

      “It seems, then, that there is little to do save for bidding our farewell,” Ryl noted as his gaze met with each within the group. It would be a somber moment, yet the time to depart was overdue.

      The sentiment was mutual. It would be a long journey for all. Daylight, though still early, would quickly slip away. Thankfully, Le’Dral and Lenu, who had been limited in her activity, had seen to the logistics of the return to Vim. The councilor had a gift for leading. Though her mobility was temporarily restrained, her voice still rang as potent as ever. She had a mind for the logistical concerns and, having already made the trip once, found little issue with spearheading the planning. For that, Ryl was thankful; he had no patience for the mundane task.

      “It’s been an honor to stand by your side, my friend.” The captain bowed his head for a moment before reaching his hand out to meet Ryl’s. The tall captain forced a grin as he squeezed his hand.

      “You have my eternal gratitude and that of the unawakened you risked all to defend,” Ryl responded. There was no need to color his words with any added hints of emotion. The genuine respect and compassion were impossible to disguise. “Travel safely, my friend. Please give my regards to Lord Eligar. I will miss your company, as I will miss his. We will meet again one day.”

      Cipri bowed his head again low as he broke off the handshake.

      “As long as House Eligar stands, you will be honored as a noble within our lands,” he added. “It is a title earned, not predetermined by your bloodline.”

      The captain made short work of his farewells. The bonds that had been formed between those who’d struggled together over the last moons would be eternal. It was only a matter of moments before, at Cipri’s command, the column of soldiers escorted the remaining civilians southward.

      “Have your men cleared Tabenville?” Ryl posed the question to Le’Dral as they watched the orderly departure of House Eligar’s forces.

      “Aye. There is nothing more than the mists of the fall left to haunt that settlement,” Le’Dral replied.

      For Ryl, it was confirmation of that which he had felt when in connection with the mighty woods. He had felt no disturbances aside from the column of men and horses streaming from the woods. He knew that the Erlyn would no longer permit trespassers to remain in her midst.

      “Good,” he replied. “The forest is closing herself off. It won’t be long before there will be no roads leading in or out of her domain.”

      Ryl turned his gaze back to the forest that loomed overhead. The scar that stained the outside of her perimeter still radiated heat. Through his connection, he had understood her pain. Tendrils of the agony still lingered. Phantom jolts of discomfort rippled from where the growth used to be thick.

      “What of the Lei Guard?” It was Cavlin who posed the question.

      “There’s no telling when she will release them,” Ryl answered. “I have no fear that she will not nurture them until the timing is right. Only time will tell. I have no doubt she would have prevented our departure if their release was imminent.”

      Along the new wall of the forest, the undergrowth was filling in at a pace that was dizzying. The normally sluggish advance of the plant life was augmented by the mysterious powers and strength of the ancient forest. In no time at all, the face of the woods would be impenetrable to the passage of bodies, or even eyesight.

      There was little left to be said. He’d made his peace with the tasks that were at hand. With the Lei Guard secure, the taint of the darkness that lived within him had been relatively silent. He knew it was not idle, yet without the presence of other nexela to feed off its strength, it was disturbingly subdued.

      “Are they in position to witness our exit?” Paasek’s deep voice quizzed.

      “Aye, there are but a handful of the army’s guards who remain along the western wall,” Le’Dral answered. “The fight has long since gone out of them. They are eager to leave and will depart as soon as we grant them passage. They will bear witness to our exit.”

      “Then it is time,” Ryl agreed.

      There was little organization needed. The marching order had been established; a vanguard of phrenics would lead the ranks. A second group would maintain the rear, serving as protection and the control for the small herd of horses that would carry the bulk of their provisions. There were no longer mixed units among the guards. Vigil marched side by side with Le’Dral’s troops. Respect had been earned over the moons that they’d worked together. Whether it was from the lips of Le’Dral, Lenu or the phrenics, orders were followed without question.

      It was a significant force, both in number and import, that moved to the west. In total, their troop numbered nearly sixteen hundred individuals. A herd of one hundred horses served as pack animals for the bulk of their supplies as well as a temporary reprieve for those who needed a break from the march. They moved with an eagerness to their steps. It was a feeling that he anticipated was shared among all who undertook the campaign.

      It was a feeling that he too shared.

      He could see the excitement etched into the faces as he walked along the side of the column. The emotions were no more potent than among the unawakened. They had been persecuted for generations and poisoned to keep their true powers in check. They had been enslaved both mentally and physically, tortured until the point of breaking, all before being subjected to death or corruption. There had been little in their pitiful existence to look forward to.

      Until Ryl had returned after his Harvest.

      From that moment forward, their lives had been turned upside down. It was with an eager willingness that they streamed across the open terrain of The Stocks. Since being sentenced to their prison, all but a few of those unfortunate souls had never stepped foot beyond the edge of the palisade that penned them in. The trepidation of the unknown Outlands was real, yet for once in their lives, hope overpowered all.

      Hundreds of miles separated them from the hidden city of Vim, the bastion of safety that existed far out in the depths of the wilds. It was their chance for peace. The phrenics and the Vigil had been the artists, painting the picture that urged them onward into the unknown. There existed a space where they would be respected for the gifts that fate had bestowed upon them. They would be expected to maintain their share of the work to support the swelling city, yet they would find acceptance, peace and friendship among the population.

      Ryl grinned as he catalogued the looks of determination on their faces. They would let nothing stand in their way. Were they to encounter dangers en route, they would fight like demons. They had been trained over the last few moons. Though rudimentary, their skills were blossoming. Though few showed much, Ryl understood the speed that lurked within their veins. If tested, the block, the impenetrable wall, would melt as it had for him. The uncontrolled rage would be powered by the knowledge of the generations who had lived long before them.

      He would see them to Vim.

      The sun was still low in the sky to the east as they began their trek to the west. The great orchard of The Stocks was soon left behind as they moved into the rolling plains beyond. With every step, the looming wall of the palisade stretched further into the sky. Beyond the end of the rows of the fruit-bearing trees, they angled slightly toward the south, using the guard tower that jutted up from the top of the wall as their target. As planned, their departure would be noted. It wouldn’t take long for word to spread to the corners of the kingdom.

      It was past midday when they reached the base of the looming wall. The mixed grey stones had for cycles imparted a feeling of unease. So long as they were in sight of the palisades, the sensation of being watched always remained, toying with their senses. Perception had changed his view. Now, Ryl noted the wall for what it was—merely a collection of rock and mortar, constructed by ignorance and the misguided intentions of the past.

      He no longer feared the wall, as he no longer feared those who stood atop it. For a time, he had considered expending the energy to tear the stone down one piece at a time, yet the thought was quickly replaced. Though the kingdom that it supported had largely turned a blind eye to the horrors contained between the mighty walls, Ryl understood all too well what existed in the seemingly abandoned wastes to the west.

      Damaris had stolen everything from him. It was a story that reverberated over the hundreds of unawakened who marched in step with him. Though it had robbed him of his youth, in a twisted way, it had been the harbinger of his understanding. There was no justification for the evils that had been perpetrated, yet he had no intention of leaving them utterly defenseless. Among the kingdom there were those whom he cared about, though they were few and spread out. He knew that there were others, numbering far greater than he imagined, who would rejoice as the word of their departure spread.

      The column halted as they approached the palisade. Ryl was at the front of the procession, walking beside Paasek and Captain Le’Dral. The guard eyed the wall carefully, watching as a small group of armed soldiers atop the walkway hastened northward toward the tower. He raised his hand in signal, a measure repeated by those on the palisade. Without waiting for further orders, the soldiers stopped, dropping ropes from their packs, securing them to unseen fixtures on the low railing of the palisade. One by one they disappeared from sight as they rappelled over the outer edge of the wall.

      Ryl watched as Le’Dral’s attention shifted back to the guard tower. Moments after the last of his guards disappeared, a small party burst from the door of the tower. The five soldiers cast frantic looks over their heads as they sprinted to the south. Their progress slowed before coming to an anxious stop as they watched from well beyond the range of an arrow.

      “They will spread word of our departure to the lengths of the kingdom,” Le’Dral noted. “Within weeks all will know that the tributes are beyond reach.”

      Ryl grinned as the thought resonated within his mind.

      “And with it the final remaining hope for the Blessing,” Ryl added. “It will still take time, yet the ravages that will play out among those who have consumed the elixir will be dramatic. It will be a much-changed kingdom when we return.”

      “You still mean to come back one day?” Le’Dral inquired.

      “Aye. I do.” Ryl’s voice was pensive. He fully intended on returning, yet there was still much to accomplish. Much uncertainty loomed in the more immediate future. The west called to him, though the views of the horizon were hidden behind the imposing wall of stone.

      “The Lei Guard still linger in the woods. Though it will be many moons before we return, I intend to return,” he acknowledged. “The trajectory of the kingdom is now in their hands. I believe that the young lord Tev possesses a good head and heart. He’s seen firsthand the horrors the Ascertaining Decree has wrought. He will work diligently to avoid history repeating itself once again.”

      Ryl pivoted, looking back along the line of humanity that stretched behind him. The tangent of their individual gazes was varied, yet most surveyed the great palisade that loomed, an insurmountable obstacle, before them. For a moment, his vision paused on the hazy silhouette etched into the face of the mountain that stretched far above the top of the Erlyn’s trees.

      Taben the Defender watched over their procession, his hand unwavering as its palm faced outward toward the west. A haunting sensation simultaneously rolled over Ryl. Both an external stimulus and a rumble from within. He felt the indelible weight of the stony eyes as they weighed on him.

      “Paasek, let’s not keep them waiting,” Ryl added, though his eyes remained locked onto the great statue that stood over the forest to their immediate north.

      The elder phrenic grunted in acknowledgment as he strode forward toward the wall. A pair of hulking figures strode out from the column at his rear. They were nearly matched in stature, though it was the glow that shone to his phrenic mindsight that readily told them apart. Ramm and Zed moved in the wake of Paasek. Behind, Moyan led a pair of horses after the group. Vox and Taq followed only a few steps to their rear. Both of their arms rippled with energy waiting to be released should any threats arise from the wall above.

      After a moment, Ryl followed silently in their wake. As he walked, he let the wind swell over his right arm. His grip on the speed that flowed through his veins lurked just within reach. He understood all too well the toll that this would take upon his friend, his mentor. The emergence of a second skill was unheard of in the recorded history of the phrenics. He had searched internally, scouring the endless vaults of information, yet he found no note of the like within the annals of their recorded memories.

      It was truly the dawn of a new age that they were witnessing.

      Paasek stopped when he reached the wall. Ryl gave him a wide berth, though he noted the massive shoulders of the phrenic councilor rise and fall with each massive settling breath. Ramm and Zed had positioned themselves a few meters behind; the remainder fanned out, carefully watching both the actions of their companion and any signs of activity atop the wall.

      After a few moments, Paasek strode forward; his confident, purposeful steps brought him to the side of the wall in moments. Without slowing, he reached back with his left arm before slamming it into the wall before him. The simple act, a seemingly futile frustration, at the hands of any other would have produced nothing more than an audible slap of flesh on the stone. As Paasek’s hand impacted the rock, the great wall seemed to shudder in response. Like a pebble cast into still water, the surface of the palisade rippled with activity as his hand seemed to sink into the stone.

      The thunder of rock tearing asunder roared through the air as a shock wave rolled over the column that was stalled less than one hundred meters from the wall. What started off as a visible crack along the foundation of the palisade tore open, ripping like fabric under the strain of two opposing forces. The breach started out jagged. Chucks of stone and mortar cracked and separated from the wall, yet the opening of the rent through its interior continued unabated.

      The moments stretched on for what seemed like an eternity before the first stream of light poured through the fissure that had opened in the wall. A cheer rose from the lips of one group that observed closely from the procession behind. What started as a pinpoint of light rapidly swelled into a gap that could easily fit a single man. Within moments, the opening was easily wide enough to fit three men across, and tall enough to fit a horse with a rider.

      As the tearing notes of sound ceased, Paasek’s hand pulled from the wall. The phrenic elder stumbled backward a step, his legs shaking uncontrollably. Ramm and Zed were at his sides in a moment, ushering him backward. Ryl a moment later. The palisade above was deserted, though to the south the panicked cries from the retreating party of guards rose as they hastened from the scene.

      “Do not let me down. There is still more to do,” Paasek demanded as he glared at the pair who held him aloft. They had ushered him aside, offering him a place to rest after the completion of his work. Ryl had no doubt that if they were to release their hold, the phrenic councilor would crumble to the ground. He stared for a moment through the darkened opening of the wall.

      Though the vision was limited, isolated to a single swath of terrain, it was idyllic. Ryl couldn’t help his enamored stare. He knew the eyes of many behind were fixed on it as well. Though the new gate was small, it represented something far greater. The unawakened had been subjected to generations of horrors before the lure of hope was dangled before their eyes. Since Ryl’s return, there had been battle after battle. More blood had been shed in their defense than ever before in the history of their people. A kingdom had been toppled, the king dead. The endless blackness of the Horde had again covered the terrain as it sought to sweep across the land. They hadn’t been privy to the battle before the Pining Gate, and thankfully not the massacre of the port city.

      Though free, they had been sheltered from the happenings of the world. Before them, though the opening was cramped, existed true freedom. No gate. No guards stood between them and the hope that resided beyond. He doubted that even if any had stood between them, they would have been able to hold them back any longer.

      Ryl had experienced the land beyond the palisade. He’d walked as a free man for little more than a cycle, yet he recalled the feeling as if it had just occurred. His emotions were conflicted. He relished the hope, yet he knew what lurked beyond. The tribulations that would be in store. He only hoped that they were ready.

      “You need rest, my friend,” Ryl added, drawing the initial ire from the phrenic elder. His eyes hardened to stone as he glared back at him.

      “You’ve done well, yet it will be some time before the entirety of our group can file through,” Ryl noted as he held his hands up in a placating manner. “Lead us through if you will. You’ll find the grass far more forgiving and the views far more sublime with the palisade at your back.”

      Paasek attempted a grin, but the smile failed to register for more than an instant. He shuffled forward, though it was by the power of the pair who propped him up that he made progress. The trio was perhaps among the largest individuals in the entire kingdom of Damaris. Their massive frames, side by side, barely fit through the opening, yet there was ample room above their heads. Ryl followed a few steps behind as they lumbered into the mouth of the palisade.

      He hugged the edge of the path as he walked through the opening in the great wall. He ran his left hand along the manipulated stone. What had started out as a jagged opening was now smooth to the touch. The wall glistened with a polished sheen. His fingers traced the lines of a vein of minerals that undulated through its midst. A breath of fresh air pulled through the gap, ruffling his phrenic cloak. It carried a fresh aroma, free of any traces of smoke or death.

      The group in front of him stopped a few meters outside the wall. Ryl paused as he reached Zed’s side, watching the reaction of the unawakened. His gaze moved slowly, tracking the extent of the horizon from the south to the north. His eyes traced the rolling hills and scattered forests before reaching the jagged front of the Haven Mountains.

      His eyes welled with moisture, releasing a single tear that rolled down his cheek.
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      The walls of the Haven Mountains held firm every charge that the Horde threw into their sheer face.

      The Vigil and phrenics had defended the city well. There had been no casualties among either of their numbers. The damage they inflicted on the attacking demons was severe. Dead piled up at the edge of the stone, a rotting ramp of corpses that allowed the demons to climb further with every futile assault. On the ground, their speed was horrifying. Clinging to the walls of stone, their movements were normalized. They made easy targets for the trained soldiers above. Arrows and stones rained death upon the easy prey as the survivors of Vim launched their defenses from the hidden openings in the mountain’s face.

      Yet onward the beasts still came.

      The walls had held, yet cracks were forming. Widening with each passing moment. Until the battle at the Prophet’s Tree, none within the city walls had known anything but peace. Though they had been steeped in the tales of their violent and turbulent past, over one thousand cycles had passed since the last battle. Their skills had been honed, yet preparing for a fight and being the hand that delivered death to another were two vastly different things.

      They were trapped within the walls. It was only hours after the phrenic scout party had returned that the secondary tunnel had been destroyed, entombing the stream of blackened demons that clawed through its depths. The second entrance, hidden by a phrenic illusion, was now buried by a cairn of bodies.

      They had resources to support them indefinitely, yet being denied the option to step outside their walls was grating. Corpses of the dead were thankfully hidden from the view of most, though the stench of the beasts from the Outlands was undeniable. It permeated the air, settling into their hidden valley like a fog that refused to clear. Nerves were wearing thin.

      Their defenses at the entrance to their city had held. The primitive Horde had no siege tools at their disposal, throwing themselves fearlessly against the walls, relying solely on their ferocity and sheer numbers. The forest teemed with their darkened figures slithering through the trees. Wild cries and howls filled the air, their haunting, chilling tones hanging on the wind.

      After several days, a marked shift came in the beasts’ approach. Though they still probed the defenses of the wall, adding body after body to the rotting ladder, their numbers had spread out. They ranged wide on the side of the entrance, pushing their assaults well beyond the last guard station secreted inside the mountain’s peaks.

      The chilling reality began to set in.

      There would come a time when they would breach the defenses of the mountain. In small numbers, they would trickle down the interior walls of their secluded home. Could they stop the flow before it turned into a waterfall of death that drowned them all?
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      The sun was high in the sky as the last of the column moved through the gap in the wall. They spread out along the top of the first rise several hundred meters from the stone, lounging in the grasses or milling about as they enjoyed the moments of respite. They would need the rest. The journey would be longer than most could comprehend.

      For now, all were energized as they stared west into the distance. For some it was a long-awaited return home. For others it was their first chance at a life free from persecution. A chance to understand the full extent of the powers that ran through their veins. The surge of unfiltered emotions that blanketed the area was undeniable.

      There were few unawakened among the whole of their number who had stepped foot outside the confines of their stone-walled prison. The boundaries of their vision had been blocked by walls of stone for ages. Their views were limited to the few glimpses of the landscape from the pinnacle of the largest rise in The Stocks, Thayers Rest. Like Zed, many had tears in their eyes.

      Ryl moved through their number, sharing brief words with those who weren’t too enamored by the momentous event to speak. He watched them with unrestrained joy. He had dreamed of a moment like this for cycles. The path had been uncertain, leading him to places he’d never dreamed, yet here they now stood.

      Even so, there was a nagging feeling that had swelled inside. The thought had taken on a life of its own. He found his eyes drawn to the looming figure of the statue of Taben etched into the mountains behind them. His mind flashed back to images of the final visions he’d seen in Da’agryn’s thoughts. The mighty stone hand that pulled from the face of the cliff had pointed somewhere far to the southwest. The mountainous home of Vim was not its destination.

      There was more he had yet to accomplish. Beyond the wall, the pull, the lure that drew him was indelible.

      Ryl felt her approach. The vision flashed into his mindsight as the soft padding of footsteps approached through the grasses. He turned to meet Sarial, finding himself swallowed in a tight embrace. She had persisted within those walls for far longer than any could have imagined, yet even throughout the cycles, through all the hardship, the endless sorrow, her will had never broken. Standing on free soil for the first time, the tears and emotions poured from her. Her body racked gently as she wept a seemingly endless stream of water into Ryl’s shoulder.

      It was some time before she regained her composure. She wiped the moisture from her face before turning to meet Ryl’s eyes.

      “I’ve lost track of the cycles since I’ve seen beyond the walls,” she whispered as her gaze shifted from him to the rolling terrain beyond. “It’s far more beautiful than I remembered, Ryl.”

      There was no controlling the smile that spread across his lips, nor the joy that flooded his core. He felt the warmth of the emotion coat his body as he watched her catalogue the expanse of free terrain in the distance. The woman had been like a mother to him, to so many of the terrified children who were deposited into The Stocks. Her compassion was boundless when there was seemingly none left to be found in the world. It was in her defense that the block that had tamped down the powers raging in his veins had finally melted. The unseen barrier could do little to withstand the heat of the anger that had swelled through him.

      For a few moments they stood there in silence, watching the scattered wisps of clouds float across the sky. He didn’t notice when her gaze had turned to his, yet it was a different expression etched into the features of her face that met his. The joy of the moment was replaced with a pensive look. Her eyes spoke of a sadness, deep and unrestrained.

      “We’ll make it to Vim, I believe it with all my being. I trust in the visions of Faya. The Outlands will grant us safe passage,” she whispered. “You won’t be coming, will you?”

      It was Ryl’s turn for the expression on his face to darken.

      “Faya has spoken little of her visions on the matter.” His answer was noncommittal. He suddenly found himself wanting an escape from the conversation. His body rebelled at the thought, though deep inside, there resonated a low reverberation of acceptance. His life was yet to be his own. Destiny, fate, powers beyond his control all tugged at him, pulling him in a direction that deviated from his intended course.

      “It calls to you, doesn’t it? The darkness of the wastes,” she inquired, though she pulled back from him a step. “It scares young Faya. I’d be lying if I pretended that it doesn’t frighten me as well.”

      “The night before my Harvest, do you remember what you said to me?” Ryl quizzed. He pivoted his body to face Sarial, her figure set against the backdrop of the exterior of the western palisade. Though his focus was on her, he found his eyes drawn to the statue of Taben looming over her from behind.

      “You spoke of your dreams. You said you had seen me as a blinding beacon of light in the dark. Blazing with the intensity of the sun,” he noted. “You have the gifts of a seer too, don’t you?”

      The tears welled in her eyes as she bowed her head slightly.

      “There is no other logical explanation for the visions that insert themselves into my head,” she acknowledged. “They are never as vivid as Faya’s, only plaguing my sleep, remaining in fractured segments of the original. I know it makes little sense, yet I can feel them more clearly than I can see them in my mind. Like Faya, I’ve searched for you through the streets of Vim. I can see neither your signature nor your face anywhere among the crowded avenues. I can feel no trace of your presence there.”

      As with Faya’s words, Ryl took a moment to absorb the weight of the statement. He longed for a return to the perfectly manicured alleys of the hidden city. Among all of the world, it was the one true place he could call home. There was comradery there. There was acceptance.

      Yet even in the acceptance, there came the weight of expectation. He was the manifestation of the prophecy passed on cycle after cycle for ages. He would never just be one of them. That he was a phrenic would make him stand out, but a legend summoned from the lines of prophecy was a weight he couldn’t bear. The pull urging him westward was concrete, yet he found the more he dwelled on it, it was he who would make the decision. Neither the alexen nor the nexela that stewed within. It would be a decision formed of his own free will.

      The words of the prophecy ran through his mind. The sound of Da’agryn’s voice echoed clearly through his ears.

      The phrenic will balance on a blade’s edge, clinging desperately to their ideals, teetering on the verge of oblivion. On this precipice, one will come with active blood. This one will be the catalyst. The wind behind our sails to push us through the storm to calmer waters. The light needed to guide us home through the darkness. Only the blood of the catalyst will set us free.

      The blade, though dulled over the endless cycles, was still dangerously sharp. The storm that had swelled around, though settled a touch, still raged. Many miles remained between their location and the safety of Vim. The Outlands called to him, beckoning him onward.

      “The prophecy was ever about the phrenics. For the hope of their future,” Ryl commented. “Blood will set them free, yet after that there is nothing. There is still much that is out of our control, paths that must be walked when the time is right. You will get to Vim, yet I don’t believe that is where destiny draws me.”

      The tears welled again in Sarial’s eyes.

      “This isn’t fair,” she sobbed. “You’ve shown us hope, a feeling that was lost to our bleak existences. You’ve rested only when your body was too weak to carry on. The burden on your shoulders is more than any should bear.”

      Ryl pulled Sarial into a tight embrace, whispering into her ear, “I will not give up.” The words resonated with a confidence that was undeniable. “It’s true that I long for rest, for the weight of destiny to be lifted from my shoulders, yet now is not the time. There is still more that needs to be done.”

      “Someday, I hope to stop mourning your every departure.” She planted a gentle kiss on his cheek before pulling away. He watched her move back into the crowd, yet his eyes shifted quickly back to the statue of Taben the Defender that watched over them. The lifeless stone eyes seemed to bore through him, yet their focus was further into the waste beyond.

      The last of the column had filed through the smoothed opening in the wall. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the labored steps of Paasek moving without assistance, though Ramm and Zed followed like shadows. The phrenic stopped just to the side of the opening, his body leaning forward as his hand connected with the wall. The force of his impact was far more subdued than his first connection, seemingly powered more by the weight of his body falling forward than the strength of his strike.

      There was a moment of silence before the stone responded to his call. His body, his stature seemed to swell. His imposing figure grew larger as he poured his energy into manipulating the stone. A cracking noise split the air, like a great peal of thunder from the sky. From the ceiling of the opening and the floor below, jagged blades of stone closed in upon each other like the pointed teeth of a mouth. The ground rumbled as the jaws of stone slammed shut.

      The opening to The Stocks was closed once more. The tiny sliver of their prison was sealed off by meters of solid rock.

      There was no going back.

      A cheer rose again from the unawakened as the final door to their imprisonment was sealed shut.

      Paasek’s exhausted body slumped to the ground.
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      It was several days before the caravan reached the edge of the Outlands. Within a stretch of a few meters, the vibrant wild grass that dominated the lush fertile landscape withered. He felt the chill roll through his body as he scanned the monochromatic landscape that rolled into the distance. The wicked barbed bushes grew in patches across the rocky earth, while stands of gnarled trees clung to life around the precious few sources of water.

      It had been a challenge to temper the speed of the excited unawakened. Feeling the free earth beneath their feet for the first time in cycles, they had pushed the pace of the march faster than anticipated. Breaks were required with greater frequency, as their energy was infectious, driving even the hardened soldiers to more rapid speeds. He and the phrenics had applied what emotions they could to slow the pace when words failed. He knew the excitement would wane over the coming days and with it the unsustainable pace. The miles ahead of them were considerable. Their steps would need to be measured.

      The internal nagging that had bothered him since they’d crossed under the border of the palisades had swelled. The terrain, the endless wastes that stretched out before them were clear of any motion, yet he knew what lingered somewhere within its midst. The deadened, burnt expanse of land called to him. It ushered him onward, yet it was pulling him further into the unknown.

      Crossing the border into the terrain of the Outlands, they moved the column into the forest. Their pace slowed dramatically as the narrow game trails clogged their progress forward. With every step they took, the anxious anticipation mounted as they moved closer to their destination far to the west. To the hope that lay in the mountains. Traveling under the canopy of the thinning woods was disconcerting. Their sightlines were blocked by the trees and brambles that covered the spaces between the trunks. Though the true strength of the Erlyn was absent from the woods, he could feel the slightest tingle of energy pulse through the ground underfoot.

      Ryl understood it for what it was. Though feeble and faint, the traces of the sensation waned the further they moved from The Stocks. The pulsing heartbeat of the Erlyn was undeniable. The ancient woods maintained her connection, pouring herself into restoring the once boundless swath of woods that had been lost to her for ages.

      True to the visions she had provided, the woods had provided the bounties of food and water that they desperately needed. They had carried with them enough dried rations to sustain them throughout the trip, though the amount was still finite. It was enough to survive the expected journey, yet it was likely that there would be rumbling stomachs as they neared their final destination. Water was at a premium. Each man and woman only carried a pair of waterskins with them. Without additional sources, they would never make the trek.

      Each night they made camp in clearings when their legs would carry them no further. The small openings were far too small to contain their number. Men and women, weary from the day’s march, took the opportunity to sleep wherever there was enough open ground for them to lie. There was little fear of natural predators within the woods, though the worry of the Horde was never far from their minds. A pair of phrenics remained on perpetual patrol, along with the rotating shifts of soldiers. Either on foot or horseback, they moved ahead, scouting the forested paths and the edge of the woods for any signs of concern.

      The black stains that appeared in their phrenic mindsight were thankfully absent.

      Ryl often found himself riding along the edge of the woods as he was summoned to patrol for the group. Movement was far easier along the stretches of open terrain than through the clogged, winding pathways of the forest. The rumble of discomfort continued to rise within, yet the culprit was not the voice of darkness that infested his body. He could feel the chill of the blackness lingering, though the strength of his own will and the burning heat of the alexen had kept it in check. From time to time, it had grumbled, seemingly probing at the defenses of his mind. Quickly and harshly rebuffed, it retreated to the shadowed recesses that it called home, leaving a lingering trail of animosity in its wake.

      They had pushed into their second week on the seemingly endless trek through the forest that ran along the base of the mountains. The game trails they had followed remained narrow, forcing the column to stretch out as they passed through the clogged interior of the woods. After the first week, the progress became so congested that the decision was made to move to the edge of the woods. With the procession marching over the exposed landscape, the phrenics and mounted guards scouted further afield, ranging miles from the bulk of the force. Complacency reigned as each returning patrol brough no news of any threat from the waste of the barren terrain.

      Ryl’s time was split between patrols and doing what he could to support the unawakened. He spoke with them often, finding an easy return to the relationships he had formed over the cycles. He was thankful that the awkward reverence that had crossed the faces of many outside of his closest circle of companions was replaced by the undeniable wonder of freedom. Though not entirely absent, the diminished looks should have been a boon to his spirits. He relished the opportunity to reconnect with those who were like family, yet the relationship grew more aloof as the days stretched onward. The internal torment of the unexpected pull toward the wastes drew him to choose the duties of patrolling more often than not.

      Entering the third week, the morale of the troop dipped. The excitement that was universally shared had waned, replaced by a festering worry that they had made the most grievous error. The dead landscape of the Outlands stretched out in all directions but the north. The thinning forest, while it provided an ample supply of water and limited resources to bolster their rationed diet, was little more than a nightly distraction. They rested their weary heads beneath the green boughs of the forest, yet the bulk of their time was spent among the desolate stretch of land between the forest and the wastes of the lifeless terrain.

      Ryl stood close to the meager fire, stretching his hands to feel the heat of the blaze. Though the overpowering chill of the internal darkness remained nothing but a mild distraction, he sought the opportunity to melt away the cold. His vision scanned the clearing in the woods before them. The vertical front of the mountains bordered the northern edge, the mighty wall of stone disappearing as it stretched into the night sky above. On the western edge, the clearing was defined by a narrow stream winding between the mossy ground and the trees on the opposite side of the water. The other sides were surrounded by the forest. Small fires dotted the clearing.

      Not far from where he stood, the group of his closest companions rested. An undeniable sense of melancholy rolled through his body as he watched them slumber. Luan rested against a pile of packs, her child curled in the makeshift carrier against her chest. The twins remained close to her sides. Tash rested peacefully, though he found his eyes pausing for a moment as they met with the cautious stare of Palon. The silent unawakened inclined his head subtly. The connection only lasted a moment before his attention returned to cataloguing the activity of the darkened clearing around them.

      Cray slept to his side. Nestled against his shoulder, Pater, the newest among their group, rested peacefully. True to Ryl’s words, the youth had been accepted with open arms. The lingering pain from the events that had scarred his life were still visible, yet with every passing moment, the agony diminished.

      His vision noted the sleeping forms of Rikel, Odus and Quinlen. The last among the group, the brewer of The Stocks, had been distraught, as they had left behind a few unfinished kegs of his potent, palatable brew. The annoyance was only momentary as it was replaced by the sheer joy of the freedom that stretched before them and hopes for the future. Ryl noted the rise and fall of Zed’s massive chest as he slept. His lumbering frame remained close to Aelin at his side. A meter away, Rolan was stretched out on his bedroll. The bedroll between them was vacant.

      A surge of worry coursed through Ryl’s veins. Faya had slept between the pair. His frantic search ended in a moment as he rotated his body, running his vision over the camp. The young unawakened materialized from the shadows beyond the firelight. She walked carefully, stepping through the maze of bodies, her silent footsteps plotted carefully not to disrupt the slumber of any among them. The youth wrapped her arms around his right arm, leaning heavily into his body. He could feel the anxiety pouring off her frame.

      “What is it that keeps you awake?” he whispered to the youth. His words seemed an unnecessary formality. There was likely little he could hide from the intuitive unawakened.

      “The future,” she breathed, though her sightless eyes remained locked onto the fire before them.

      “Have you had more visions?” he quizzed.

      She sighed as her head dipped toward the ground.

      “They are constant these days, along with the subject,” she replied. “I see you. Alone in the desolate expanse of a lifeless terrain. You’re surrounded by an endless sea of darkness in every direction. Your island constricts with the tide.”

      She wiped away a tear with the sleeve of her shirt.

      “Fear not, brave Faya,” he responded. The images were familiar; he understood the vision completely. Whatever it was that pulled him toward the wastes wouldn’t wait for long. The time would come soon when the decision would have to be made. “No matter where I go, I will always return.”

      “Remember us, Ryl, for we will always be with you.” Her voice was hushed, barely audible over the crackling of the fire. “Let the alexen be the light that guides you home.”

      Without another word, she pulled away, tiptoeing through the unorganized arrangement of sleeping bodies. It was only moments before she curled up against her father’s side.

      Sleep was nearly impossible. Ryl found himself tossing and turning the moment he attempted to rest. Thoughts ran rampant through his mind, denying him the peace of slumber. He was more than happy to leave on patrol with the first rays of the morning sun.

      The hours had stretched out quietly. His attention on the wastes that surrounded them worked to pacify his addled mind. Ryl found his eyes drawn to the clouds of burnt orange dust that puffed out from the hooves of his mount. He had ranged several miles to the south, following the spine of a low ridge that ran in a rough westerly course. The landscape here was entirely foreign, yet there was something eerily familiar about it. The rolling hills, the scattered stands of trees, the pungent aroma of charred earth triggered long-suppressed feelings within his body. There was no way of telling whether he and Andr had crossed this track of land. His body had been well beyond the realm of conscious thought long before they reached the forest.

      Andr rode with him on occasion. The experience had been burned indelibly into the very fabric of the mercenary’s being. He had sacrificed all on the suicide mission to bring Ryl to the unknown location among the mountains. It had been a fool’s errand, yet somehow they had prevailed. There was nothing his companion could recognize among the gnarled trees and rocky outcroppings.

      It was a terrain still unknown to the phrenics who had scouted the forest and hills for generations. There were still many miles to go between them and the sanctuary hidden among the stone of the Haven Mountains.

      Ryl’s vision rolled across the broken outcroppings that stretched into the distance. The entirety of the jagged, desolate terrain seemed painted in the same hue, something between dark orange and red. It was as if an unseen fire had left an irreparable scar over the land. He scanned from the west back to the east. They had left all signs of the fertile, green lands behind. The mighty palisades were nothing more than an obscene memory.

      At first, the shadow among the rocks in the distance was nothing remarkable. Slightly to the west of due south, it lingered at the edge of an outcropping. His heart skipped a beat. He felt the sickening sensation of his stomach dropping as the shadow shifted positions.

      His mindsight was quick to react, though he understood what he would find. The phrenics and the unawakened several miles to the north were nothing more than a hint of light far beyond the periphery of his vision. The solitary black shape that shifted among the rocks was undeniable. He reined his horse to a stop as he scanned the surroundings for any further signs of motion.

      In all directions, the terrain was clear. Internally, Ryl chided himself for his failure of observation. He had been diligent with his scans using the mindsight, yet somehow this solitary figure had approached between his observations. There had been no warning from the confusing power that coursed through his left arm. The throbbing sensation that grew when in proximity to the nexela was silent. He gazed at the markings, confirming that the sun, streaked with the scars of black, still resided over the entirety of his elbow.

      There was no denying the shape that shifted in the distance. The body was tall with elongated arms, skin so deep red that it appeared black. The harrier’s behavior was unexpected. Though he and the alexen were understandably naive of the full truth behind the actions of the Horde, there was something off about its actions. The demon shuffled from side to side, moving almost as if it were nervous to approach. He scoured his memories, searching for instances where he’d, or any other had witnessed the like, yet none returned.

      It was true that at times, before the sickness robbed him of his consciousness, he and Andr had been stalked by a small group of the creatures. Their use of diversion was a far cry different from their normal course of action. History spoke of the Outland Horde, the beasts that relied on superiority of numbers and sheer ruthlessness of their attacks to overwhelm. Their tactics had evolved over the ages, yet numbers were still a crucial factor in their plan.

      Time slipped by as Ryl catalogued the bizarre behavior of the solitary harrier. There was seemingly nothing malicious about its movements. There were no attempts at stealth. It shuffled about in the open, hesitantly, as if fearful to approach. He felt the undeniable pull in its direction. Whatever sensation was seemingly drawing him to the southwest grew as it rumbled from within.

      Ryl slid from his mount, securing the horse to a slender outcropping of stone that jutted from the ground like crooked fingers. He walked slowly over the barren terrain, moving purposefully toward the creature that shuffled cautiously in the distance. The strength of the nexela, the taint of the darkness that resided within his body, had grown considerably since he’d last faced the Horde before the Pining Gate. With the tattoo inverted, they had responded to his power, to his call without question. They’d fled as had been ordered. There had been none who challenged his superiority.

      He approached the lone harrier without the added covering of darkness. Had he absorbed enough of the darkness that it left an indelible stain over the whole of his body? As he neared, the creature’s movements became more frantic, yet it hunched over, cowering while casting frequent, cautious glances over its shoulders into the wastes beyond. There was no indication of malice in its movements. Only submission and fear.

      Ryl understood the emotion that poured from the lanky body. It was afraid, yet there was more to its behavior than that.

      He stopped when he was only a few meters away from the beast. The alexen raged within; he could feel the fires of concern that coursed through his veins. He stifled their call, yet his grasp of the speed in his veins hovered within reach.

      The stench of the beast was expected, yet still turned his stomach. The potent odors of death and rot were unmistakable. It flavored the air with a vile smell that was thick enough to taste. Only this close did he feel the throb of pain thrum from the tattoo over his left arm.

      Ryl observed the harrier in silence. The frantic motions of the figure had stilled. It now crouched low with its legs spread, resting its clawed hands on the ground between them, digging them into the burnt orange soil. It seemed intent on watching him as much as he had observed it, yet every few moments it turned its head, cautiously viewing the terrain behind.

      He’d never had the opportunity to witness a creature in this manner. There was no hint of malice, only observation, yet he felt like there was a crucial piece he was missing. As his eyes catalogued the figure before him, the injuries became readily apparent. Unlike the lacerations from blades or arrows, the wounds that covered its body were fresh. A sheen of blood glistened around the jagged trauma that crossed its chest, arms and legs. These were not injuries caused by blades or bow. These were not lingering effects from the battle before the Pining Gate. They were fresh, though the signs of healing were apparent. Days, no longer than a week, had passed since their formation.

      The gashes bore the telltale signs of claws. Jagged wounds ran in sets of parallel lines that crisscrossed the body in places. The source was clear. The reasoning behind them was perplexing.

      The entirety of the encounter was perplexing.

      From several paces away, a noise arose from the harrier, one which he’d never experienced. A low rumble seemed to resonate from the beast. It started out as nothing more than a hushed growl, yet as it rose in volume, it took on a strangely melodic hum.

      Ryl was entranced, listening to the awkward notes as they floated on the air. It was a discordant melody, yet it spoke of a melancholy that was entirely unexpected. He felt a peculiar sensation roll over his body. The subtle wave of emotion that rolled across his skin was foreign. Unlike the unawakened and the phrenics, it was entirely raw, stripped down to primal notes of base desires. The black-cloaked warriors exuded a seemingly constant ooze of hatred, animosity and malice, yet this sense was simple, yet shockingly gentle.

      He hesitated to assign a thought behind the feeling, yet it was almost hopeful with an undeniable air of desperation.

      “What happened to you?” Ryl whispered as he leaned in closer to the hunched form of the Horde.

      At the sound of his voice, the humming notes ceased. The figure drew back; for the first time, it bared its teeth. For an instant, Ryl saw the putrid saliva glistening off the vicious fangs, though the moment was not to last. As quickly as they had been bared, it clamped its mouth shut with an audible snap. The form cast a rapid glance over its shoulder into the depths of the Outlands, shrinking further into itself as it groveled.

      Ryl didn’t know whether to feel pity or concern. To say the behavior was abnormal seemed like a gross misconception, yet in truth, it was he who knew next to nothing about the conduct of the beast. Personally and through the collective memories of the alexen that dwelled inside his body, the dreaded Horde were nothing more than bloodthirsty demons bent on destruction alone. He’d personally witnessed the terrifying wrath of their assaults on several occasions, though as his mind returned to the situations, a commonality arose between all the situations he’d experienced.

      At the brief, yet tragic battle at the Prophet’s Tree, the beasts had lain in wait for their prey. The trap had been sprung at the direction of another. The lingering images of the black-cloaked figure still hung in his mind. At the wall of the palisades, the endless waves of death that clawed their way from the depths of the Outlands had remained in check. The merciless demons that had terrorized the kingdom in times past waited, coiled like a spring, waiting to attack. Whether it was the direction of Leiroth or King Lunek the Third was immaterial. The mindless beasts, bent on nothing but bloodshed and death, had been restrained.

      There was turmoil among their numbers.

      The realization shocked him. Were they rampaging amongst themselves, locked in a perpetual war among their kind to prove dominance through sheer strength alone, or was there something or someone else agitating the masses?

      He looked at the creature cowering on the ground near his feet in an entirely new light. He felt no sense of fear of the demon who’d lurked behind the vicious curtain of darkness that had plagued his dreams. With startling clarity, the pull he’d felt, the hint from the forming of the statue of Taben the Defender, made sense.

      He was the catalyst. The defender of the phrenics. He’d been called the fulcrum, the balance between light and dark.

      The prophecies warned that his presence, the undeniable power that lurked within the active blood in his veins, was the balance needed to restore order.

      What if it was the natural order itself that needed balancing, not his kind alone? In the ages since the phrenics of old were culled, the balance had swung dramatically to the darkness, to the shadows of hatred and animosity. Their presence had grown stronger while the phrenics remained pitifully subdued.

      The presence of the hooded figure returned to his mind once again.

      There was no hope for natural balance. No hope for peace as long as they remained controlled by the hands and intentions of others.

      In that instant, the clarity of what he must do registered with a shocking resolve. The understanding beyond the unexpected pull was transparent.

      “Come with me,” he said as he rose to his feet, turning his body slightly to the north. Though he felt no animosity from the creature at the moment, he was loath to leave his unguarded back exposed.

      Ryl shuffled a few steps back toward the green line of the forest to the north. At first, the harrier looked confused, cocking its head side to side at awkward angles as it watched his actions. With his hand he made a simple gesture mimicking the voiced command. With a tentative step, the creature slunk after him though it gave him a berth of several meters. Its frequent glances back over its shoulder became more animated as they walked.

      The concern grew with every step.

      It had not come looking for a fight. It had come seeking help.
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      Kenin raced through the desolate avenues of the city. He’d tapped into a touch of the speed in his veins, as the summons were urgent. It was only a matter of a few extended paces before he crossed the central square. The emptiness, the lifelessness of the city, was eerie. The normally vibrant streets and market of Vim were abandoned, as the entirety of their number had been mustered.

      The sounds of blades clanging together rang through the air, as training had taken on new import owing to the perilous climate of their position. In several places, the Horde had reached the jagged peaks of the mountain. Several of their posts, hidden among the crags, had been overrun, yet thankfully there were only a few casualties. Concealed openings had been destroyed. Collapsed, entombing the dead and the murderous beasts with them.

      Kenin mourned their losses. The city, while its numbers had grown exponentially, was still a very tight-knit community. All were recognized, normally more than by merely face alone. These were dear friends who’d perished at the hands of the demons from the wastes of the Outlands.

      Fighting had yet to spill into the interior of the city, though it was only a matter of time. As he sprinted across the city, his eyes scanned the sheer inner walls for any signs of further progress. High above, he could see the movement of shadowed figures among the rocks, yet their numbers were still sparse. More mangled bodies hung awkwardly from crags or were crushed on the ground of their hidden city far below, either the victims of failed descents or arrows. They had sealed the tunnels to the lookouts. There was no easy access to the floor below. The demons who clambered down the walls were easy prey to the trained archers of the Vim.

      The line of soldiers watching the interior walls parted as he barreled through. Their eyes scanned the stone of the mountainous ring that stretched over one hundred meters into the sky. Arrows were nocked, the tangent of their focus aimed at the walls high above. Though his observation was brief, he noted no signs of motions among the rocks directly overhead.

      Kenin took the great stairs into the great tunnel in stride, easily covering multiple steps per bound. His eyes were quick to adjust to the dim light inside the hall. The sights that greeted him, though they had grown familiar over the last several days, were a drastic change from the norm. The neatly maintained vaulted hallway was crowded with bodies. Soldiers rested along the exterior of both sides, some leaning against the stone, others sprawled out on bedrolls, catching any sleep that they could. Citizens not currently conscripted bustled about through their ranks, tending to whatever needs they could meet.

      The air in the chamber was thick with a pungent mixture of smells. The combined stench of humanity hard at work blended with the aromas that wafted from the mess halls cut into the stone of the keep. Underlying all was a profound note that churned his stomach. The stench of death and rotting flesh seemed to cling to everything.

      He felt a wave of pride course through his body. Not in the history of the city had they faced a test like this. They had responded admirably. Only a handful of the brothers and sisters of the mountains had perished, while the losses on the side of the Horde were extreme. The desperation of the attacking demons had grown sickening. They threw themselves against the defenses with no regard for their own lives. He had lost count of how many had died by his arrows alone. He’d felt the hot splash of blood as he’d slaughtered the sluggish climbing harriers that threatened the entrance to one of their many lookouts that dotted the mountain’s face.

      The battle was atrocious. Though the alexen that raged through his veins had provided a context to the bloodshed, there was nothing even they could do to prepare him for the severity of the event that played out before his eyes. The wild desperation etched into the faces of the Horde was grating. They attacked with mindless rage. A blind fury, a hopeless frenzy, was etched across the severe features of their faces. With every figure he cut down, he felt more like the oppressor than the victim defending his home.

      A single panel of the massive gate that blocked the tunnel was ajar, though it was manned by a force of nearly one hundred Vigil. Kenin nodded as he rushed through into the opening beyond. Once past the gates, the atmosphere of the pathway shifted almost immediately. Nowhere did he see any relaxation. Beyond the gate there was nothing but preparation. The officers of the Vigil barked commands at their soldiers while others received messages from the runners who returned with word of the changing climate of the battle every few moments. Men and women rushed about, shifting the defenses to meet the ever-evolving front of the battle. Gone were the present aromas of food. Here the air was clogged with the stench of sweat and the fetid odors of the Horde.

      He slowed to a walk as he neared the staircase at the end of the tunnel. His destination was clear. The brilliant signatures of phrenics glowed in his mind. All were present at the end of the hall. A party nearly twenty strong, both phrenic and Vigil and citizen alike, was gathered in the torchlight of the tunnel. Strangely absent from his phrenic mindsight was the view of the black mass that had clogged his vision for days.

      “It started before first light this morning,” Saldaria, the eldest of the phrenic order, announced as he arrived. Kenin nodded at the others as he joined the group. “The expression on your face was much like the rest of ours, I suppose.”

      “What’s happened?” Kenin questioned as he greeted the others. Among the group was the leadership of the great city. The newly elected councilors had found themselves forced into one of the most challenging situations in the city’s storied history. The coming of the catalyst had been on the previous watch, yet they had dealt with the waves of his arrival ever since. Over half of the population of phrenics had left the safety of the city. Several with Ryl, the others with a host of nearly one thousand Vigil. The absence was noted daily. The warmth that filled the great hall of the phrenic, the daily excitement of the streets were dulled. They were too small a number not to notice the absence of so many.

      It had been moons with no word of them, though that in itself was unsurprising. He longed to be reunited with his companions. The mission that Ryl and his small, yet mighty party had undertaken was fraught with danger and uncertainty, yet he had to believe that they would overcome. Though he struggled to tamp down the excitement of their return, he forced himself not to let his hopes spiral out of control.

      “We’re unsure of what occurred.” The answer sounded from Coda. This wiry phrenic was like a brother to him. A part of the same scout group since their awakening only cycles apart, he understood the concern that sounded in the man’s voice. His comments were accompanied by the nods of agreement of those around him. “Their attacks have been relentless for days, yet something shifted among their numbers today. The beasts stopped before the growing mountains of their dead; their attack paused. Without a noise, the endless sea of the Horde slowly melted back into the forest like the receding tide.”

      “They crawl back down the face of the mountain like an insect running from a flood.” The voice resounded from Shaille. He had found himself in the precarious position of the newly elected Vigil councilor, having filled the seat abdicated by Lenu when she left for Damaris. “It won’t be long before there are none left on the walls.”

      Kenin scanned the group, meeting the eyes of those gathered in the crowd. There was an overarching sense of bewilderment etched into the faces of all present. He’d only been absent from the defenses for hours.

      “What changed?” His inquiry was met with shaking heads.

      “Their assault and our defenses have maintained a status quo for days,” Coda responded. “We know far too little of the demons to understand their levels of communication. It seems that they either grew tired of the futile effort, or were called off.”

      The thought ran through Kenin’s mind with a jolt that he felt ripple through his body.

      “Alexen seeks out other alexen. The Horde is drawn to its presence,” he intoned, though his voice wavered as he spoke. “What if they weren’t called off? What if it was another source of alexen, stronger than resides within these walls, that drew them elsewhere.”

      The shock that rocked his body was clearly echoed across the faces of the others.
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      Ryl felt their presence long before he saw the column that snaked along the edge of the forest. The glow was undeniable. Individually, the phrenics shined brighter, yet the combined light from the unawakened was nearly blinding as it condensed into a single mass.

      A low, yet sweeping rise separated him from the view of the column, yet the thunder of hooves to his side signaled that his presence had been noted, at least by one of the ranging patrols. From the east, a pair of riders charged in his direction. The glint of sunlight as it reflected off their naked blades sparked in his eyes. A soldier and an unawakened bore down on his position. Several meters to his side, the harrier’s actions became frantic. Its perpetual glances over its shoulder ceased as it now desperately searched for somewhere to hide.

      Ryl felt hesitant to use his projected emotion over the creature, as it had followed willingly, exhibiting no malice as they moved. There was no need for bloodshed at the moment. With a grimace, he focused on the creature that now lagged to his side. The beast froze in place as the wave of calming emotion washed over it. The panic that exuded from its body turned to that of stark, uncontrolled fear.

      The creature froze in place, rooted to the ground. He couldn’t help but note the disturbing similarities in the response. Just as the dreaded Lei Guard attacked with a fear that was paralyzing, his emotions had a similar effect. He felt the wave of revulsion roll through his body. The misunderstanding was universal. They feared the emotion, the control they were forced to cede, as they had no defense from the unseen assault.

      Ryl moved slowly, positioning his horse between the charge of his companions and the creature that cowered to his side. As the riders grew closer, their identities became clear. Having spent the most time of late with the rapidly learning companion, Cray’s signature was unmistakable. He knew without a doubt who would accompany the unawakened.

      Andr was the first to slow his mount as Ryl held his hands up in a placating manner. He and his mount were positioned facing north, watching both his incoming friends and the cowering figure of the Horde with the periphery of his vision. Andr and Cray slowed their horses to a walk as they neared. The confusion written across their faces was profound and expected. The blades remaining in their hands were angled toward the ground, yet primed for a strike if necessary.

      “I’ve come to expect the unexpected with you, Ryl, yet this is not something I’d have envisioned.” Andr shook his head in disbelief as he stopped his mount a few meters to Ryl’s side. Cray stopped a pace or so behind the mercenary. “What happened?”

      Ryl flashed a small smile at his friends as his companions’ vision darted between him and the cowering creature to his side. There was little ground cover where they had stopped, yet the harrier did its best to blend in with the environment, making itself as small as possible against the landscape. There was nothing threatening about its posture. Again, the wave of pity rolled through his body, clearly an internal response, not one focused from a source outside.

      “There has been something pulling me away from the mountains.” Ryl spoke. “I’ve written it off as merely anxiety, or anxiousness to lead the unawakened and return the phrenics to the safety of Vim, yet there’s more to the feeling. I’ve seen hints in the visions of Da’agryn. Faya understands the truth, yet the visions frighten her too much to speak of it. There is turmoil greater than we could have imagined. My path leads into the wastes of the Outlands. There is an element at work there beyond what is natural.”

      “The cloaked figure from the tree,” Andr whispered as he nodded.

      Ryl bowed his head for a moment, closing his eyes as he inhaled a deep, steadying breath. The last remaining visions of the battle at the Prophet’s Tree sprang into his mind. The figure was concealed inside a tattered black cloak that flapped ominously in the wind. There had been an air of pure, unadulterated malevolence that surrounded the creature.

      “Aye, that is the one,” Ryl agreed. “Its presence is wholly unnatural. There will be no order, no peace until I see this through.”

      Ryl turned his head to watch the creature cowering to his side for a moment before returning his gaze to Andr and Cray.

      “Fetch Le’Dral and Lenu,” Ryl ordered as his mindsight flashed into view. From points to the north, several glowing signatures moved with speed toward their position. “The phrenics are already on the move. Be discreet; I want as few to know as possible at the moment.”

      For a moment, Andr looked as though he would voice his concerns, yet the hardened mercenary simply nodded as he guided his horse to the north. Cray sheathed the blade in his hand, moving his horse a few steps closer. There was a pensive expression that held onto his face.

      “You mean to leave again on your own.” There was no hint of a question in the statement from the unawakened. His words rang with concern and a hint of judgment that was disconcerting.

      “Let me come with you,” Cray blurted out. The words seemed to shock him as much as they did Ryl.

      Ryl inhaled again, releasing the tension as he exhaled.

      “That response is the exact reason why I want as few to know about my departure as possible, my friend.” Ryl sighed as he gently shook his head. “When I left the woods in pursuit of Kaep and Elias, though there were few with the strength to follow, young Aelin managed it. I fear that where there is a will, there will be a way and means. In truth, I have no measure of determining how far I will travel or what dangers lie in store. The Horde are agitated; something forces them to action, something beyond the natural order.”

      “This is a fool’s mission, Ryl,” Cray snapped. “You are throwing your life away. The unawakened need you. The phrenics need you. I need you to stay.”

      His voice wavered as the words rolled off his lips. The blackened figure that crouched to Ryl’s side seemed to contract with every emphasized syllable.

      “I understand your sentiment, Cray. I do,” Ryl responded, his voice calm and measured. The glowing signatures of the phrenics approached from the north. He could feel the priming tendrils of their concern as they closed on his position. “Believe it or not, I share the same feelings of concern, yet this cannot be helped. I’ve walked a free man since not long after my Harvest, yet there have been few moments where I’ve been truly free.

      “I have been a slave to destiny, fate, the prophecy, whatever you choose to call it, for cycles,” he continued, though his words broached no call for sympathy. “The nagging pull toward the depths of the Outlands increases exponentially with every step we take further into the wastes. If I choose to ignore it, it will not cease until it consumes me. It wasn’t until the harrier found me that I understood the true nature of things. There will be no hope for peace for the phrenics, the unawakened, for Vim, until I see this through. There will be no peace for me.”

      Cray remained silent for a few moments as he pondered the words. Ryl watched the focus of the unawakened shift from him to the huddled figure of the Horde. On the horizon to the north, the figures of riders on horses appeared over the sweeping rise. Their charcoal-colored cloaks flapped out behind them like shadows.

      “And what if you fail?” Cray whispered the words though his eyes lingered on the creature that now cowered closer to Ryl’s position. “We’ve all seen you push yourself beyond your limits time and time again. There will be none to catch you if you fall.”

      It was a chilling reality, one that Ryl had already played out in his mind. There would be no support. He would have only himself to rely on, yet he would not be alone. The alexen that coursed through his veins were surprisingly silent. They rumbled their concern, yet voiced no attempt to dissuade him from the path he had acknowledged. They understood the implications of what was to occur.

      “I understand your concern, my friend,” he acknowledged. “There is little I can say to defray the emotion. This is something that must be done. I have little fear of the darkness that lurks in the Outlands.”

      To his side, the solitary harrier crawled closer as the phrenics bore down on their position. There was no aggression, no threat to its proximity. He could feel the fear that pulsed from its being.

      “The darkness I’ve absorbed has changed me, Cray,” he admitted. “I can feel the chill of it lurking within my body. The glow of my signature lessens with every new addition. The alexen has provided a solution, though I know not to what extent. The taint that had poisoned the Lei Guard has been removed. Yet there is a lesson you will learn, one which I admit I’m still understanding even now. The alexen has a purpose. A sentient will that at times will battle with that of your own. Even after your awakening, there will likely be questions that they will produce no answers for. They hold onto information until the time at which the answer is truly needed. That time again for me is now.”

      Cray opened his mouth to retort though he stopped the words before they exited. The thunder of the hooves of the phrenics would have likely drowned out his feeble argument. He hung his head low as the cloaked warriors formed a line, halting several meters from their position. The Horde was nearly touching Ryl as it used him as a shield from the incoming phrenics.

      The confusion that covered the storied warriors was clear. There was no need to view their entire faces to note the expression etched into their features. Paasek alone grinned as he peered around Ryl’s horse for a sight of the cowering creature.

      “I can assure you that I’m just as confused as you likely are.” Ryl broke the awkward silence that had fallen over the area. “There is a story to be told and a greater threat that needs to be addressed.”

      “Where did you encounter this one?” Paasek intoned though his gaze remained locked on the figure hiding behind Ryl’s horse.

      Of all, Ramm was the only to have his weapon in his hands, though he knew the others’ grasp on the speed lingered within easy reach. They watched anxiously as the unexpected scene unfolded before them. Ryl knew that the fact that he showed no hint of concern would alleviate some of the worry in his friends. The unexpectedly docile nature of the harrier would ensure their complacency. Even so, none were willing to grant the creature full autonomy. For generations they had existed as an antithesis of evil. The darkness of the beasts from the Outlands rivaled the scourge of the Kingdom of Damaris.

      It was only recently understood that the threat of both had now become one and the same. Ryl’s thoughts turned to events only moons old. He tried to view the happenings through the lens of the citizens. Their entire belief system had been altered. In one moment, they had been asked to discard the lies they had been fed as truths for generations.

      Were they wrong too about the beasts who lurked in the wastes of the Outlands?

      “It was several miles to the south, hidden among the stones of the ridge,” Ryl noted.

      “Are you sure it is alone?” Paelec posed the question. “What do you mean to do with it?”

      Ryl scanned the area again before responding. The benign vision that flashed to view was like the others before. There were no hints of the darkened shadows lurking in his field of vision. Unlike when the legions of the Horde had stormed Cadsae Proper, there was no lingering darkness that covered the outskirts of his vision.

      “Aye. It was alone. There were no signs of any others in the area,” Ryl acknowledged. “As for what I intend to do, that is far more complicated, I’m afraid. Let’s wait for the others.”

      Ryl led the group to a small outcropping of trees that lay several hundred meters to the east. There they dismounted, tying their mounts so the horses wouldn’t bolt. The newest member that shadowed their party still cowered at a distance, yet seemed far more at ease with the added cover the stunted trees provided.

      All experienced the disconcerting sensation of being close to a beast that had for generations plagued the nightmares of history. They watched it closely, though it was quickly apparent that it desired to do the same with them.

      It was hopelessly outnumbered. The harrier had risked all seeking Ryl out. The fresh scars were telling, though the full truth was yet unseen.

      Out of the open, with the creature secluded, Ryl surveyed the faces of the phrenics assembled before him. The concern was far outweighed by the sheer curiosity of the spectacle. He had yet to divulge the truth that now resonated through his body. He understood the path ahead, yet his mind reeled with the course of the events that would follow.

      The logic of departing without fanfare was sound. It had nearly cost the life of Aelin, who had followed him. A deeper part of him resonated with an utterly hopeless feeling of failure. He had sacrificed so much, fought, struggled, crossed the known and unknown face of the earth to save the tributes. He had freed them from The Stocks. He had, for the time being at least, severed the Ascertaining Decree, ridding the kingdom of its stockpiles of the coveted Blessing of the King, yet he would fail at the last task he’d committed to seeing through.

      He wanted no more than the satisfaction of walking them through the tunnel to the great city of Vim that lay nestled in secrecy within the Haven Mountains. They were weeks into their journey, by all estimations over halfway there. He felt as if he was abandoning them at the doorstep of hope. The worry over their safety would be endless.

      “I can see you fret with the decision,” Paasek announced without preamble. “Though we don’t fully understand the task that lies ahead of you, nor likely do you, we understand the steps that you must undertake. Fear not, my friend, we will see them safely to Vim.”

      “You knew I would be leaving?” he questioned.

      Paasek chuckled. It was a low rumble that seemed to resonate through the ground at his feet. Ramm and Vox nodded solemnly.

      “You know as well as any that there is little you can do to hide the truth from us.” Paasek sighed. “We are all brothers and sisters. The same shared knowledge runs through our veins. The alexen have been distraught, yet they voice nothing to dissuade you from your cause.”

      Ryl lowered his gaze to the ground for a moment, his vision aimlessly scouring the charred earth as if the answers would be somewhere hidden within its grains.

      “I know the suggestion seems daft, yet with every fiber of my being I can sense the urgency of the need. This is not for me, but for us all. For the hope of peace that lasts more than a few cycles at a stretch,” Ryl grumbled. “Da’agryn understood it in the end.”

      “And what of the cost, Ryl?” Cray was the lone voice that spoke in dissent. “Will you throw your life away for a path that leads you into certain death. In pursuit of little more than feelings. For them?”

      The unawakened spoke with force. He pointed his figure toward the huddled mass of the harrier that now leaned against the gnarly bark of the tree, clutching its elongated arms around its legs. He spoke with a passion and confidence that was impossible to disguise. Ryl suppressed the smile that forced its way to his lips. His father would be proud.

      “The darkness I’ve allowed inside has changed me,” Ryl noted. “Those who understand the picture the mindsight paints can vouch for the shift. The nexela is changing me. The taint is now as much a part of me as is the alexen. I know not what I’m becoming, yet I believe the answers will be there.”

      He pointed over his shoulder, deep into the monochromatic, burnt wastes of the Outlands. His gaze landed squarely on Cray. Their eyes locked for a few moments.

      “With them.” He finished the statement with a profound feeling of loss.

      Leaving for patrol earlier this morning was likely the last he’d see of his friends.
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      It wasn’t long before the thunder of hooves on the ground rumbled over the desolate wastes. The forest was no more than a few miles away, yet the terrain was eerily devoid of vegetation. A group of six riders thundered over the terrain to their position. A cloud of dust stained the sky orange in their wake.

      Andr was at the lead of the group that skidded to a stop a few meters from their position. Captain Le’Dral was unexpectedly flanked by the ever-faithful guard Cavlin. Lieutenants Millis and Moyan rode on his opposite side. Councilor Lenu sat gingerly on her mount close to Andr. The Vigil commander had yet to fully heal from the wounds that she’d sustained, yet there was no stopping her from taking part in the daily tasks of the journey.

      The miles had been long and grueling. Many more were in store before they reached the safety of their mountain home. The expected looks of confusion covered the faces of all of his newly arrived companions. The lack of shock etched into their faces was evident, as the harrier had remained concealed behind Ryl, in the shadow of the few gnarled trees.

      “What is the purpose of this meeting, Ryl?” It was Captain Le’Dral’s voice that broke the momentary silence. He joined the others as he slid from his horse. “Why the secrecy?”

      He knew not under what pretext Andr had called the group together, yet he had done well in concealing the truth behind the meeting. Ryl was in little mood for argument. His decision was already made. The phrenics, though reticent, were in agreement. There was little point in arguing. None could stop him at this point.

      Ryl shifted his body to the side, pointing toward the huddled form among the trees. The audible gasp was accompanied by the whisper of steel as several blades pulled from their sheaths. The harrier cowered, though it bared its teeth at the aggression of the newcomers.

      “Stay your weapons,” Ryl demanded. The force of his voice brooked no argument. “There is no need for them.”

      Millis and Moyan both looked forlorn from the chiding, yet followed his orders without complaint.

      “There are more questions than time to answer, I’m sure,” Le’Dral gasped. “Yet I understand the need for discretion.”

      “Aye. There is no need to burden the others with its existence as of yet,” Ryl agreed. “The sight of the demon would likely have caused a revolt among the others.”

      Cavlin grunted as he folded his arms across his chest.

      “Why does it not attack?” the guard inquired. “We know little more about the creatures than their mindless thirst for violence.”

      “It’s a lesson that seems to be ever present these days. Not all we have learned is correct,” Ryl interrupted. “And as with those the kingdom calls tributes, much is left to assumptions of those who know no better.”

      “Where is the rest of its scout party?” Le’Dral inquired. “If there is one, there are no doubt more lurking in the shadows not far behind.”

      Ryl shook his head as his gaze travelled among the newcomers.

      “It was accompanied by no one,” Ryl commented. “As far as we can see, there are none who follow in its wake. It came here alone. In search of me.”

      “For what purpose?” The captain rattled off his questions as quickly as Ryl could answer. His inquisitive eyes moved quickly between the phrenic and the creature beyond, never lingering long on the former.

      “You’ve now all heard the prophecy that has guided the beliefs of the phrenics for ages,” Ryl instructed. “You’ve heard much of the stories that have befallen my journeys through the Outlands and the return home. There are details that have not been divulged, as there was no true understanding of them. Until now.”

      The phrenics all knew the truth of the matter. Ryl focused on the newcomers as he continued.

      “The battle of the Prophet’s Tree was the first time the beasts had crossed the border of the woods in over a millennium,” Ryl relayed. “They no longer act of their own volition. The dominance of strength has been perverted by the hands of man. Though I understood it not at the time, it was a Lei Guard who accompanied the beasts. Who led the charge.”

      He waited a moment for the collective gasp to pass.

      “The signature was black, yet the wispy grey tendrils of the unnatural seeped from its core,” he continued. “It drove them then as it does now. There is a madness to its intentions. There will be no peace while it exists. Whatever feud rages among the Horde now will spread when the last of their opposition falls.”

      He turned his body to the side, clearing the view of the creature among the stunted trees. Even from its cowering position, the evidence of the clawed incisions was clear.

      “You make your decisions based on claw marks and feelings. Why not allow the demons the peace to murder each other?” Ryl found he was unsurprised that it was Cray’s voice that announced the opposition. “The fewer of them, the safer the rest of us will be.”

      “This is more than just feeling, my friend.” Ryl worked to keep the agitation from his voice as he spoke. “I’ve seen the visions of Da’agryn and the Erlyn. The visions of Faya and Sarial bolster the urge that has been drawing me into the depths of the Outlands. Paasek, you’ve felt the call of the alexen. Do you sense anything like I describe now?”

      “No, Ryl. I feel none of its call,” the phrenic councilor replied, though a smile tugged up on his lips.

      “Do any of the rest of you?” Ryl posed the question. It was answered by the silent, yet unanimous shaking of heads.

      “Cray, there was a day not long ago when I complained about the shadowed track through the Erlyn, do you remember?” He focused on the unawakened as Cray drooped his head, acknowledging with a nod. “Among all, there were none who felt the dread that radiated from the woods. I received more pity than understanding. Eventually, I tired of the attention, biting my tongue. I didn’t understand it then, but I know the alexen that flows through my veins. There is no denying that which I feel, and there is no stopping me from that which I need to accomplish.”

      Abashed, the unawakened remained silent.

      Ryl found that there was little more that needed to be said; few arrangements needed to be made. The caravan would continue as planned, though they would be short by one. It wasn’t long before the brief farewells were all that were left to be said. The group that assembled around him represented many of his closest friends and companions. A wave of sickening nostalgia rolled through him as his memory returned to the annual procession of farewells that had preceded the Harvest. The night had still stung with the finality of his innocence. How his world and the lives of those who surrounded him had changed since that moment.

      He had no intention of letting this event drag on.

      He approached Le’Dral.

      “Though I don’t understand the decision, I’m aware my knowledge on the matter is brutally lacking,” Le’Dral noted as he reached out to shake Ryl’s hand. “You’ve opened my eyes to a world I never knew existed. You should be proud of the changes you’ve instilled. I’m proud of you, my friend.”

      His hand met with Ryl’s, a mirror image of the act that had sent shock waves around the kingdom a little more than a cycle earlier. He quickly found himself pulled into a tight, yet brief embrace.

      “I’m proud to call you my friend,” Le’Dral whispered. “Travel safe.”

      The sentiment was echoed by Millis and Moyan as he bid them farewell. The sickening pit grew in his gut as the moments stretched on. His departure under the cover of darkness would have been far easier to accomplish.

      Cavlin greeted him with a wicked grin tugging up across his face. The guard had been an anomaly among his peers, yet a trusted companion from the start.

      “Thank you, Ryl,” Cavlin noted as they too clasped hands. “It is to you I owe my life. It is a debt I aim to repay. I’ll see you again, my friend.” He was the first of the group to turn away, easily vaulting to the back of his horse. Le’Dral, Millis and Moyan followed in his wake.

      “I’ll see them home to Vim,” Lenu added as she too limped to the side of her mount. Andr turned to assist her up as Ryl moved to the phrenics.

      The warmth that swelled over him as he found himself engulfed by their emotions was a balm to his roiled emotions. There were few words that needed to be shared among their number. The connection ran far deeper than words could convey. They all knew implicitly what needed to be done. The alexen within each voiced no complaint.

      “See them home, my friends,” Ryl whispered. “I’ll see you in Vim and here.” He placed his hand over his heart. The simple act spoke volumes. Though the subject wasn’t broached, he knew all had experienced the nexus during their awakening. Whether he returned to the glorious streets of Vim or not, their connection would remain eternal.

      Individually, he clasped hands with all, though no words were exchanged. Hope spilled from the cores of each as they said their goodbyes.

      The last to leave were Andr and Cray. While the mercenary settled the wounded Vigil on her horse, he pulled Cray aside.

      “Please do your best to make them understand,” Ryl noted.

      “I’ll admit that I don’t understand, yet I will do as you ask. I’ve not experienced the calls from within, nor have I seen the visions that have addled your mind, but I know that once you’ve made up your mind, trying to dissuade you is pointless. See that you return, my friend,” Cray added as he backed away a few steps. His voice was thick with uncertainty. His gaze shifted from Ryl to the creature hunched among the stunted trees behind, lingering as it fell on the endless wastes of the Outlands.

      “There will be a definitive void that my words will do little to fill,” he added. “Sarial. Faya. Aelin. They will be crushed. We all need you to return.”

      The final words struck with a palpable force. For a moment, Ryl’s internal dialogue raged. The point and counterpoint for each argument was strong, yet in the end, he understood the urgency of the situation.

      There would be no peace until the balance was restored.

      “Never lose hope, my friend,” Ryl added, flavoring the words with the emotions. “As I will not.”

      Andr patted Cray on the shoulder as his son turned to collect his mount. The mercenary paused before Ryl, his inquisitive eyes boring into his for a few long moments.

      “I suppose there is nothing I could say for you to permit me to come along?” the mercenary quizzed as he dropped a spare pack at Ryl’s feet. “I will follow you …”

      “To the end of the world,” Ryl interrupted. “That I know, my friend. Yet this is not the end. You’re needed here, with them, with Cray. We will meet again.”

      He felt the eyes of the mercenary studying him as if searching for cracks in his resolve, though finding none.

      “The world will be darker with your absence.” Andr’s words were measured as he struggled to keep his emotions in check. Without a word, Ryl found himself pulled into a tight embrace. After a moment, Andr pulled away, clapping him on the shoulder, offering a crooked smile as he turned away.

      A few steps later, he turned his head, looking back over his shoulder.

      “I aim to hold you to that, my friend,” he called.
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      It was only a matter of hours before Ryl lost the last view of his companions. Standing atop the peak of a broken ridge, he stared back over the miles that separated them. Though it was little more than a silhouette against the reddish background, he pictured the face of the man he knew stood behind, watching the last sign of him disappear into the distance.

      He knew Andr waited.

      Once nothing more than a ruthless mercenary, he’d grown to be Ryl’s closest companion. He looked at the elder as a dear friend and mentor. They were bound by the rigors of battle, their relationship hardened by the struggle over the endless miles. He was the closest thing Ryl could compare to a father figure. He thought back to the moment their small skiff had lowered over the railing of Lord Eligar’s frigate. He knew next to nothing of the man whom he’d entrusted his life to.

      Freedom, the elusive target, had still been far from his grasp.

      Much like his current situation.

      His lips curled of their own accord as the thought further soured his mood. He raised his hand high into the air, holding it aloft for a few moments. In the distance, the figure shifted, mirroring his salute.

      “Stay safe, my friend,” he whispered to himself. “We shall meet again one day.”

      Ryl pivoted his body, lowering his hand as he strode down the side of the ridge. Several meters ahead, the solitary harrier waited. Its motions were still anxious, yet it had settled considerably since they’d left the presence of his companions. Its beady eyes still scanned the terrain in wild jerky motions. He too maintained a steadfast view of the terrain, yet through both his vision and phrenic mindsight, the terrain remained sterile.

      “Lead the way,” Ryl announced to his unexpected guide. The beast tilted its head to the side, bending its neck in an unnatural way that sent a wave of discomfort through his body. There was no expectation that the creature understood his words, yet as he strode forward, it spurred itself ahead, moving easily across the terrain.

      For the majority of the day, his silent companion tracked a southwesterly path across the open expanse of the Outlands. Ryl scoured every hill, every rocky outcropping, every ridge for signs of any other life, yet aside from the fleeting glimpses of small game, nothing moved across the vast, seemingly lifeless expanse of land.

      The creature led the way without order or question. It moved swiftly across the ground, producing little sound as it traversed the rocky terrain. Occasionally, the talons on its feet would scrape across a stone; each and every time, the sharp noise would bring them to a halt. It craned its neck as its vision darted from point to point across the wide horizon. It gave little attention to the land to the north, spending the majority of its focus on the south and west.

      Ryl had only a vague idea of where they were in the great, uncharted wastes of the Outlands. The trees of the forest were still a notable smudge on the horizon to the north, yet the landscape looked as familiar as it did foreign. He and Andr could have walked the same footsteps that he now tread and he’d never have recognized any of the surroundings. From the phrenics and Vigil who had made the trek from Vim, he knew that they were somewhere beyond the halfway point of their journey. The added bonus of the horses had both aided and hindered their progress. Many of the beasts were nothing more than pack animals for the rations that would be required to sustain the dramatically increased numbers. As a result, they had all traveled lighter without the burden of excess baggage or supplies. The mounts were nearly useless in the winding pathways through the forest.

      It was a tradeoff that they would have to live with. The nights found them tucked under the canopy of the leaves. The herd of horses remained just outside the tree line.

      Ryl had turned down the assistance of a mount. There was no telling the distance he needed to travel, though he expected the journey to take weeks. He carried enough dried food to last him nearly a moon, though he could increase that by weeks if he stretched the rations beyond what was comfortable. There were memories of his time spent among the Outlands that would serve his current purpose. The groves that dotted the terrain hid springs that sustained the gnarled tree growth. The stunted, gritty versions of carrots grew in plenty in these patches. They were poor tasting, yet would provide the added nutrition to stretch his supplies for some time. There was little for a beast to graze upon in the wastes of the Outlands. Even if he had released the mount several days into his journey, there was no guaranteeing its safety. He found that he was unwilling to order the animal to its doom needlessly.

      His burden was heavy, yet he felt the weight of destiny lean on him far greater than the pack slung over his shoulders. He felt the pressure of his decisions smother him the further he moved from his friends. Had he made the correct decision? Had he abandoned them too soon?

      There were countless miles between their position and the safety of Vim, yet he chose to follow an unknown creature and a feeling into the depths of the Outlands. Ryl forced himself from dwelling on the topic. Every moment spent considering the implications of his actions soured his momentum. Every fiber of his being told him that this was the correct decision. The alexen still churned in approval, urging him onward into the unknown.

      Perhaps there was yet more that they had chosen to withhold.

      The darkness that lurked within had remained surprisingly silent. Whether brooding or content, it voiced little more than subtle whispers in the darkened recesses of his mind. The throbbing sensation that came with proximity to the Horde was subdued, little more than a tingle in the corner of his left arm. The nagging call that pulled him to the depths of the Outlands still remained strong. A driving force for his movement.

      Ryl found that he quickly fell into a comfortable pace, something between a rapid walk and a jog. His well of endurance, the speed and agility that were inherent, would power him for miles, well beyond the bounds of even the fittest human. He watched the loping harrier that ran a dozen meters ahead of his position. It moved across the ground like it was a part of the terrain, as if it knew every nook and cranny of the jagged hills and rock outcroppings. Its lithe figure carried little weight save for muscle. He watched the individual fibers tense and release as it loped to the south.

      Though Ryl followed the creature, he was easily able to alter the course to that of his choosing. He maintained the jog for hours before angling to the closest outcropping of trees. Noting his subtle shift in direction, his guide altered its course toward the stunted grove. Under the shade of the jagged trees, it took Ryl little time to locate the spring that bubbled up from the earth. The water trickled down a short, shallow ramp before settling into a small pool at its base. Though only a few meters wide and less than a hand’s width deep, it represented the largest pool of standing water he’d witnessed in the waste of the Outlands.

      He moved cautiously through the trees, his gaze scanning the shadows for signs of motion or alarm. As their travel had proceeded throughout the day, there were no signs of any save themselves. Even the soft soil around the water bore no spoor from previous visitors. He knew that small game existed among the thorny bushes and brambles, yet he’d seen little evidence that there was enough sustenance to maintain any sizable population. By all accounts the Horde numbered in the millions. Where would a force of that size find the nutrition to maintain the population?

      The thoughts were chilling.

      Ryl’s inspection of the water’s source was cut short by the sudden splashing sound from the pool behind him. The creature that had guided his path had deposited itself into the shallow water, slurping greedily from the liquid while simultaneously splashing at the water with both of its elongated arms. It was soon covered in a sheen of liquid and mud that glistened in the dappled light from the sun above.

      The motions were peculiar to him, yet seemed natural as he watched. After a few moments, the creature stopped as if it only just remembered that it wasn’t alone. It tilted its head slightly as it viewed Ryl. For a fleeting moment, he thought he witnessed a flash of amusement register across the creature’s face. It uttered a low, melodic purring before sliding from the puddle, moving stealthily into the trees.

      He refilled his waterskins from the source of the spring, avoiding the water where his companion had splashed. He collected and washed a small stock of carrots, taking liberal bites of the first before striding from the clearing toward the wastes beyond.

      Ryl found his companion waiting in the sun, perched on a rock several meters from the stunted grove. The sun was still high in the sky overhead though it had begun to make its descent toward the western horizon. Night would fall well before he was ready. He was loath to sleep unprotected among the stars. He surveyed the landscape that stretched out before them. They had traveled southwest for the entirety of the day, so he focused his attention there. There were several larger ridges and outcroppings spread out among the landscape; though the distances were hard to discern, he pointed toward what appeared to be the closest.

      The creature watched him, a peculiar look spreading across its unique face. Its wide mouth was open just a crack, showing its jagged teeth, yet there was no animosity to its actions. It had led faithfully throughout the better half of the day, more like a hound than a dreaded beast of legend. It watched as Ryl pointed toward the hills in the distance before pivoting to follow the tangent of his signal. Without a word, it slipped from its rocky perch, striding onward.

      Ryl found that he was both thankful for and frustrated by the silence. He was alone in his defense; his attention was focused on his surroundings, scanning relentlessly with his phrenic and natural senses. Though he was certain the throbbing in his arm would alert him of any additional Horde, he was unwilling to cede his watch.

      He knew the silence, the lack of camaraderie, would soon wear on him. Though travel with his companions was routinely devoid of conversation, the ability to have one if needed was a welcome distraction that would not be afforded. He worried that the silence would lead to introspection and a perpetual review and analyzation of past decisions. It was a path that worried him, as there was little it could do to save from dampening his spirits. With a resigned sigh, he shook his head, studying forward in the wake of the demon.

      The decision had been made. There was little that arguing with himself, second guessing the decision could do aside from slow his progress. There was an indelible force pulling him onward into the unknown. He trusted his senses, the alexen that flowed through his veins. While they had withheld information, they had never guided him wrong. He would trust in their decision now. He felt the wave of encouragement roll through his body as they echoed his approval.

      It was nearly night before Ryl and his companion reached the rocky outcropping. The stone, like much of the formations throughout the Outlands, was fractured in places, the jagged features providing a plethora of caves and crevices to seek relative shelter. Only a sliver of the sun remained above the western horizon as Ryl settled on the one he’d call his home for the night.

      Facing west, the entrance to the shallow cave was on the backside of the ridge. The final, shallow rays of the sun’s light painted the interior of the rough stone in an orange light that seemed to glow amber in the confines of the crevice. The opening was large enough to fit his body entirely inside, yet contained little room for much else. Placing his pack to the side, Ryl settled his back against the cold rough stone of the wall. He massaged his thighs with his hands as the abuse from the day’s journey seemed to catch up with him at once. He was in peak condition, his endurance still strong, yet his muscles throbbed from the day’s exertion.

      He had no concept of the miles they’d traveled during the day. The distance was likely considerable, yet he was certain that there would be countless miles left before they reached their destination.

      Whatever that would be.

      Ryl took liberal bites of the carrots he had scavenged while chewing on a small section of the dried, salted meat he’d carried with him. As Ryl had settled on his habitation for the night, the Horde that accompanied him had remained distant, walking further afield from his position. Its motions, though curious, seemed more akin to a guard on patrol than a predator waiting to strike.

      There had been no hint of animosity from the creature. No indication that it meant him any harm. Ryl’s understanding of the beasts had altered over the course of the day, yet the truth of strength still loomed. He was hesitant to delve into the darkness, to invert the blackened tattoo that covered his arm, yet he understood the likelihood of the occurrence.

      How many of the beasts lingered in the uncharted Outlands beyond? How many had witnessed his show of strength before the Pining Gate? Would they respect him without the power of the darkness in his veins?

      The questions were incessant. They nagged at him as he slowed his breathing, recovering from the day’s travel. As the last of the sun slipped behind the curvature of the earth, he watched the harrier continue its semicircle patrol before his position. His hands were closed around the shafts of the dormant Leaves folded across his lap. Though he fought the impulse as long as he could, there was nothing he could do to fight the urge to sleep.

      Eventually, the worries of what could become faded, as did his consciousness.

      Sleep eagerly took hold.
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      The branches of the forest slapped against his cloak as he hastened through the thinning trails of the woods. He and his companion traveled with speed, yet they maintained a perpetual, careful watch over their surroundings. The silence of the past few days had been nearly as grating as the commotion of the attack.

      Kenin and Coda were familiar with the forest paths they now traversed. Their scout group routinely walked these same trails, monitoring the forest for any signs of disturbances. It was a practice that had carried on for centuries, long before the birth of him or any of his phrenic counterparts.

      The sudden departure of the Horde from their walls was perplexing. One moment, the beasts threw themselves against the mountain’s face with no regard to their own well-being. They clambered up the ramp formed by their dead and dying in a futile yet determined attempt to access the survivors within. The next, they melted back into the woods, leaving nothing but the mountain of dead in their wake.

      The odor of death was overpowering. The stench of the Horde was nauseating, yet the accumulation of the rotting corpses, blood and fluids was too much to bear. Kenin had petitioned the council for permission to scout the forest, a plea that was granted several days later, with stipulations. Only two of the four members of the regular scout party would be allowed to venture beyond the safety of the mountain. Their grasp of the mindsight, the ability to see the blackened signatures of the Horde from the greatest distance, was crucial in their selection. Far too many of the remaining phrenics had already departed the hidden city. They were indelibly weaker for their loss. There were far too few left to spare.

      Kenin stopped in a narrow clearing bisected by a small flowing stream. Taking a heavy swig from his waterskin, he bent down to refill the vessel while his companion stood guard. They had been on the move since well before the rising of the sun. The chilly water, bubbling up from a hidden aquifer nearby, was energizing as it shocked and refreshed his system.

      “The stench permeates everything,” Coda complained as he took his turn filling his empty waterskin. “The fires do little to lessen the odor.”

      Kenin nodded in agreement. Billowing clouds of black smoke could be seen through the gaps in the canopy above. The smoke was heavy with the odor of charred flesh as the denizens of Vim worked feverishly to rid themselves of the rotting corpses that had accumulated at the entrance to their forest home. The stench caught under the trees, in places hanging low to the ground, like a vile mist that choked the air.

      “There have been no signs of their spoor for nearly half a day,” Kenin responded. “Let’s turn back to the west.”

      Leaving the safety of the mountains, the pair had initially ventured to the west, reaching as far as the remains of the Prophet’s Tree. The immense willow tree had been an awe-inspiring sight. Its long sweeping branches touched the ground, surrounding the perimeter of the trunk in a curtain of thin leaves. Now, the branches stood bare. The thin tendrils of wood that had provided cover now made a disturbing clacking sound, much like that of wooden wind chimes, as they knocked together in the breeze.

      From there they had angled back to the east. The track that the Horde had used to access the forest was easy to spot. In a wide swath of land, the immeasurable numbers of demons had rampaged through the forest. The plants that grew along the ground were crushed, churned with the earth into a thick slurry. Gouges scored many of the trees as the claws of the passing beasts left their marks on the woods. It took the better part of the afternoon for them to cross the disturbed track of forest.

      The destruction left in the wake of their passing was much like the ravages of fire. Plants living on the ground were destroyed, leaving only crushed remains. The trees cleared of any low-hanging growth provided an ominous view of the destruction through the trees. Desiccated bodies of the demons remained in places. Whether they had succumbed to wounds or fallen victim to the stampede, their flesh was torn in places. It was difficult to tell whether they were the result of claw marks or teeth.

      The thought turned his stomach.

      They had covered both the eastern and western edges of the track where the Horde had entered and then retreated through the forest. Neither side bore any signs that the demons had branched off from their southern trajectory. The sudden departure was welcome, yet the truth behind the action was disturbing.

      “We’ve seen nothing that marks their return to the forest,” Kenin commented as they resumed their patrol, this time moving in a southerly direction toward the edge of the woods. The acknowledgment was comforting in a sense. Though they knew not when their companions would return from Damaris, the expectation was that it would be soon. In fact, the expectation was that they would have already returned to the safety of Vim.

      “Let us move into the Outlands,” Kenin ordered. “Their departure is troubling. We need to confirm that they’ve truly abandoned the attack before we return.”

      No words were needed to acknowledge the sentiment. The pair adjusted the supplies on their backs before setting off through the woods at a measured, yet hurried pace. The trails leading in the southerly direction, like most of the tracks through the forest, ran in a tangled web of twisting pathways. Sometimes the track that seemed the most logical choice was anything but. The pair had been raised in the footsteps of the other phrenic scouts, crossing the winding trails since they were young. Though they were nearing the extent of their normal patrols, they moved with confidence gained by cycles of experience and a knowledge that was inherent within their blood.

      The sun was high in the sky as they exited the thinning remnants of the forest. Ahead, the sweeping, deadened expanse of the Outlands stretched on until it disappeared in the distance. It was not unheard of in times past for the scout parties to range miles into the lifeless terrain, watching for the elusive demons that prowled the wastes. Since the coming of the catalyst, their patrols had been ordered inside the boundaries of the trees. At first, the lingering protection of the forest had persisted. It had allowed Ryl and Andr to escape the pursuit of the bloodthirsty mob that sought their doom.

      They worked within the very loose framework of orders at the moment. They were given the autonomy to range where they pleased as long as their safe return was ensured. The phrenics were too few. They could ill afford to lose more of their number.

      Kenin directed their tangent toward the southwest. They were a little less than a half day from the great swath of terrain that was torn by the passing of the Horde. His hope was to reach the track where the beasts had exited from the woods before returning to the relative safety of the woods for the night. They intended on venturing deep into the wastes on the morrow, deep enough to confirm that the demons had continued southward instead of shifting their attention to the east.

      He felt the knot form in his stomach at the thought of the latter. Though it was true, they knew little of the Horde and the motivations behind their actions, the turn to the east could bode ill for any return of the phrenics from Damaris. Since the fall of the Prophet’s Tree, the woods seemingly offered none of the protection that had been maintained for generations.

      They found little of note among the rolling hills of the Outlands. The pair dodged the patches of thorny bramble as they moved quickly across the dusty terrain. There were few groves of any real measure to hide a considerable force even if they were to be surprised. Between the pair, there were few moments when their mindsight wasn’t scanning the surroundings for signs of the demons from the depths of the lifeless landscape.

      It was hours into their travel before Kenin again called them to a stop atop a low, sweeping ridge that stretched in a southerly direction. From here their view of the surroundings was unimpeded, stretching for miles in every direction. In the distance, another similar ridge stretched the length of the horizon, arching from well beyond their position in the waste until it disappeared into the east. In all directions but the north, the terrain remained an unbroken continuation of the dusty ground they’d crossed for hours. Only to the north was a varying color injected into the monochromatic hues of the Outlands. A line of green, the last visible vestiges of the great forest poked their heads above the reddish colored hills. A large cloud of smoke, thick and black, billowed high into the sky before making a dramatic turn to the west as the currents high above the mountain’s peaks pulled it further into the unknown.

      “Shall we continue west for a spell?” he inquired as he took another deep draught from his water skin.

      “Aye, perhaps for another hour or so,” Coda responded. “We’ll be cutting our return to the forest close before we lose the light.”

      Kenin nodded in assent. It was not the darkness that disturbed him, though the thought of sleeping unprotected in the wastes was not a proposition that he welcomed.

      “It’ll be close,” he muttered as they continued moving along the ridge.

      Less than an hour later found them clambering up the side of the substantial ridge they’d noted in the distance. The wind had kicked up over the last several miles, blowing from the east though the sky in all directions remained clear of clouds. The only blemish that scarred the deepening blue firmament was the black stain from the pyre far in the distance to the north.

      Nearing the peak of the rise that traced the horizon, the wind’s direction abruptly changed. The gust of air that blew from the west kicked up loose dirt as it pulled down the slope of the hill. The grains of sand stung his face, yet there was something more hiding in the breeze that caught his attention. Kenin skidded to a stop, his hands involuntarily reaching for the sword hung comfortably from his belt. A meter behind, he noted Coda’s similar reaction.

      The unmistakable odor of death, of rot and decay, hung heavy on the wind. There was no disguising its source.

      The Horde.

      Their blades sang as they pulled them from their sheaths.

      Kenin’s mindsight scanned the area unbeckoned, though the image it returned was sterile. The same as it had been over the countless scans throughout the days that had passed. He nodded as Coda reached his side. There were no words needed between the pair as they stalked silently up the hill. They had trained side by side since they were youths. Even without the added benefit and understanding of the alexen, they were intimately familiar with the other’s behavior. They crouched lower, minimizing their silhouettes as they breached the peak of the rise.

      Kenin felt his lips curl into an involuntary scowl, his nose wrinkling at the sights that accompanied the vision of the terrain before them. The slope of the ridgeline to the floor of the valley below was relatively steep. Unlike the undisturbed views of the wastes that had greeted them for hours, the earth of the valley below was churned, the soil disturbed by the turbulence of immeasurable footsteps. They had found the path that the Horde had traveled. The beasts’ spoor had remained hidden as they traced the opposite side of the ridge from the phrenics’ approach. It wasn’t the track of disturbed land, however, that churned his stomach.

      Mixed in among the disturbed soil were the remains of countless black corpses. Severed appendages, blood and entrails were splattered across the landscape, spreading out over an area the size of which was shocking. Blood had stained the soil black, painting over the reddish soil and stone. Untold thousands of bodies lay rotting in the sun. There was no mindsight needed to tell that none had survived whatever calamity had befallen.

      “What happened here?” Coda whispered as they both surveyed the horrific scene. Free from the moderate protection from the ridge, the full power of the stench was overwhelming. Kenin wiped the moisture from his eyes, as the infused air was stinging.

      There was little he could do to respond save for shaking his head. Even from a distance, it was readily apparent that the beasts’ wounds were the product of claws not blades. The Horde had fallen upon itself, tearing companions to shreds. There was no telling what had provoked the massacre.

      Kenin felt his heart skip a beat as he scanned the terrain further afield. He rose, craning his neck to get a better view. The disturbed soil stretched out for several hundred meters, yet beyond that the disturbance was telling. Past the outskirts of the battle that had raged, the soil, churned by the passing of thousands of clawed feet, continued to the south, though the width was considerably smaller than it had been on the approach.

      To the eastern edge of the battlefield, a second party had moved away from the first, its path following along the concealed base of the ridge toward the east.

      The Horde had split.

      That they’d moved to the east was concerning.

      Kenin had the sickening feeling he understood the rebellion among its ranks.

      There were some who desired a return home after what could only be considered a failed siege. The others still sought prey.

      They had sensed a source. Unguarded, approaching from the east.
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      Ryl’s eyes jerked open as the bloodcurdling screams snapped him from his slumber. Outside of the narrow crevice he’d assumed for shelter, the darkness of the night still covered the land. The cry that split the silence ended in a sickening snap.

      He had fallen asleep in a seated position with his back against the rocky wall of the cave. His heart thundered in his chest as he pulled his legs slowly under him, priming himself to rise should the need emerge. His mindsight snapped into view as he probed the darkness for signs of danger.

      In all directions the vision was clear save for the south. Several hundred meters away, the solitary black signature of a Horde moved quickly back toward his position. Nothing else moved within his field of view. Ryl’s eyes adjusted rapidly to the darkness that covered the land. The pale light of the moon and stars provided an eerie illumination; a dull orange hue covered the terrain.

      It wasn’t long before he noted the shadow moving silently across the terrain. In the low light, he had no means of confirming the identity of the creature. Less than fifty meters separated him from where it stopped, yet he was relatively certain the creature that had accompanied him and it were one and the same. The solitary harrier crouched down, quickly feasting on the kill that it had earned. The tearing sounds of the flesh ripping turned his stomach.

      Ryl was certain that there would be no more sleep this evening.

      Morning was thankfully not far off. He stretched briefly as he exited the cramped confines of his shelter, slinging his pack over his shoulder while chewing on a small scrap of his rations. The muscles in his legs felt tight, yet his body and energy were rejuvenated. The sun had yet to rise, though the brightening cloudless sky provided ample illumination for their travel.

      He approached his uncertain companion slowly, careful not to startle the creature. It remained in a crouched position, little more than a shadow against the side of a scattering of larger rocks. As he neared, it rose to its feet, though it maintained its hunched, cowering pose. Even in the low light of the waning hours of the night, the scars that crossed the creature’s chest were unmistakable.

      “I suppose you couldn’t tell me how much farther we have to travel?” Ryl posed the question, knowing the creature would have little understanding. As he expected, the harrier merely cocked his head from side to side, watching him with a look that spoke of utter confusion.

      “Let’s not waste any more time.” He spoke as he walked past the harrier. The creature was quick to follow, loping several meters beyond Ryl as it took the lead. Its track carried further south than the one Ryl had adopted. The creature made routine, quick glances over its shoulder until Ryl adjusted his path to match. A low, melodic rumble resonated from the harrier, a bizarre combination of a growl and a purr. Verbal communication was lacking, yet he found that they understood each other with ease.

      The path they followed continued in a southerly direction as the days stretched onward. By the end of the first week, he’d grown tired of the monotone landscape. There were very few variations in the makeup of the terrain. Each passing ridge began to take on a similar shape as the dozen they had already passed. Every outcropping of rock bore complementary features of the last. Partway into their first full week, Ryl had begun to score the rocks they passed, using the sharpened edge of a stone he’d fashioned much like the feeble spear he’d crafted with Andr over a cycle earlier. Somehow the thin strip of wood with the sharpened stone affixed to its top was more of a reassurance to his mind than the Leaves that rested in their holsters on his lower back.

      Most nights had passed as did the first. Caves of crevices among the rocks were a prevalent feature in the fractured ridges and outcroppings that frequented the landscape. Sustenance, though bland and tasteless, was easily found among the springs that marked each scattered stand of trees that dotted the landscape. The environment was harsh, yet resources abounded. At the end of their first week, Ryl still retained nearly all of his rations of dried meats.

      The most significant hindrance to their travel was the perpetual silence. Though he was never alone, the solitude was numbing. The alexen churned with a reassuring fire through his veins, yet he felt the lack of true conversation keenly. His attempts to converse with his awkward companion resulted in nothing but confusion. He found he talked openly with himself as he jogged across the lifeless terrain.

      His days were spent following his wordless companion. The nights passed in silence, watching the shadows stretch across the barren landscape as the moon and stars shifted slowly overhead. There were few occasions where Ryl had stumbled across a cave large enough to house several bodies. Concealed from the view of the Outlands beyond, he lit a fire, enjoying the warmth of the small blaze for a few moments before it fizzled out.

      Each night, his aloof companion ventured closer to where Ryl rested. There hadn’t been a single occasion where Ryl had felt threatened by the being who accompanied him on his travels. The creature’s persistence was welcome, as his guard at night was perpetual. On one occasion when Ryl had stumbled on a substantial cave, his silent companion had chosen to move inside, abandoning the stars overhead, watching curiously as he lit a small fire. For a few moments, they both watched the blaze, seemingly entranced by the flames.

      Ryl couldn’t help but note the disturbingly human feature of the creature that had been attributed to nothing more than demons. It was a strange sensation realizing that many humans he’d met had treated him far worse than the proclaimed demon from the Outlands. For a moment, their gaze had risen, meeting above the meager fire. There was an unexpected depth of emotion hidden inside the wide, black eyes. The lack of a means of verbal communication was a frustrating factor, yet they had begun to form an indelible bond as they traveled alone through the wastes.

      The days slipped by in a blur. Nearly two weeks in, they encountered their first signs of change among the sparse terrain. A massive patch of disturbed soil was scarred into the landscape. There was little inspection needed to determine its source. The claw marks were unmistakable. A group of considerable numbers had passed recently, though Ryl was unsure if days or weeks separated the marked terrain from the passing of the group.

      As the days progressed, they followed a few hundred meters off to the side of the churned patch of soil that led further to the south. With every passing moment, the barren climate of the Outlands worked to hide the spoor of the original group. The perpetual beating of the sun bleached the turned soil while the wind scoured the footprints into nothing more than ripples in the earth. The darker shades of disturbed terrain spoke to the more recent activity. The direction of the parties was telling. It became perfectly clear that a far greater number had moved to the north than had returned along the same path.

      Ryl felt his heart thrum in his chest as he contemplated the possibilities. He knew little of the known features of the terrain to the north. The only concrete feature of note, nestled in the mountains, was Vim. Had the Horde breached the forest, falling upon the walls of the great city? He doubted the success of the mission. If they had breached the walls, stormed the exquisitely sculpted architecture, there was little reason for them to retreat. They would have had ample to feast on for the long term. The only solace he found in the darkened thoughts was the fact that the timeline was far too short for them to have reached the caravan headed for the hidden city and returned either victors or losers of the encounter.

      Ryl did his best to tamp down the thoughts. There was no hope in dwelling on what was happening far to the north. The unawakened, though untested, were a widely capable lot. They possessed a skill that was unmatched among their human counterparts. Though the full potential was unrealized, he understood the devastating power that flowed from the moments after the bonds holding back the true power in them broke. They could be unstoppable. They were hardly alone in their travels. He’d left them in the presence of phrenics and nearly thirteen hundred hardened guards and Vigil.

      From the crude calculations of the troop who’d made the initial trip, they had passed the halfway point to the hidden city when he’d slipped from their ranks. Barring any dramatic setback, their arrival in the city would be any day now. The wave of regret that rolled through his body as he contemplated missing the event was disheartening. He was quick to push the thought from his mind before the sadness took root.

      The last few days had provided distraction from the monotony of the terrain. There seemed to be little among the jagged ridges, stunted groves and crude outcroppings of stone that was unique or memorable. Though the landscape embodied a bizarre beauty, the similarities of the landscape were grating. Trampled into the tract of scarred earth that followed were the first remains of others beyond him and the harrier who guided him to the south.

      It was a shocking discovery at first. After nearly two weeks of consistent travel, he had encountered no other creature of any substantial size. There had been no signs of anything larger than the fleeting glimpses of small animals that darted into hiding at the sounds of their presence. He knew that Horde existed out there, and in numbers, yet they’d experienced none through their travel. Ryl had stopped to inspect the first of the bodies left to rot in the burnt orange dirt. The stench of the rotting flesh was unbearable, yet he choked down the bile that threatened to escape his stomach as he viewed the corpse. The harrier who accompanied him, though, remained well away from the mangled body.

      Large strips of deep crimson skin hung off the body. The soil around it was painted black from the river of blood that had pumped out. There was no way for him to tell whether the creature had been struck down by its companions or had merely fallen and was gored to death by the wicked claws that extended from the Horde’s feet. The increasing frequency and state of mutilation of the bodies as they traveled lent some weight to the former.

      His companion had become far more alert and cautious after they had encountered the first of the corpses. Its head was in constant motion, jerking from side to side as it scanned the terrain that surrounded them. The gaze routinely fell on Ryl. He couldn’t help but see the concern that swirled deep within its eyes. It had adjusted the route that they followed in response. No longer did it travel openly along the edge of the wide strip of disturbed soil, but it darted from cover to cover, aiming to spend more time concealed than in the open.

      Ryl’s scans of the terrain with his mindsight, though they had been frequent, had become more regular. Though nothing appeared save for him and his traveling companion, the feeling that rippled through his body warned him that they were at last closing in on their destination. Beyond the extent of his vision, a shadow lingered. Far too distant to yet make out the features, yet it was a feeling he’d come to understand. Like the mounting darkness that had disturbed his vision as he’d searched for Kaep, the gloom lurked somewhere beyond the outskirts of his sight.

      This time he would be prepared.

      It was mid-morning a few days beyond two weeks into their travel. They were rounding the base of a large outcropping when the harrier who’d led him across the countless miles abruptly skidded to a stop. The creature shifted backward toward Ryl, its hand closing around his left arm, pulling him toward the rocks.

      The shock that rolled through his body was immediate. The woodskin hardened in response as he braced his body for the pain that he expected to follow. His grip on the speed that flowed through his veins was primed; his free arm slipped behind his back to the Leaves concealed in their holsters. Yet as the creature pulled him behind the rock, there was no pain. The tugging on his arm, though abrupt, was gentle as the harrier ushered him to safety.

      Once close to the stone of the outcropping, the harrier looked down at his grip. The reaction that was evident across his face was startling. A look that Ryl could only describe as shock distorted its features. Its wide mouth hung open; the corners turned downward. Its eyes swelled as they widened. It released hold of his arm before slinking backward a few meters. The harrier cowered against the side of the rock, cradling its hand against his body as if it were injured.

      Over the countless miles, there had been no physical contact between the two. The closest they had come to each other was a matter of meters. The feel of the rough skin had been alarming. The claws that extended from each of its fingers had felt cold against his arm. Ryl watched the creature for a moment as it huddled against the stone. In the instant, his reaction had been one born of experiences. The inherent fear of the Horde was embedded in his body. He had been only an instant away from cutting the creature down with the burning blade that now rested dormant in its holster. It would have been a tragic misunderstanding.

      Ryl’s hand slipped out from behind his back. His fingers were close enough to feel the draw to the Leaves, yet he now held both hands out in a gesture that showed he meant no harm. Something in the distance had terrified his guide.

      His mindsight snapped into view again. As always, the surrounding terrain was clear, yet at the extent of his vision, the shadow now loomed clear. It shifted, rolling like the black clouds of a great approaching storm. Keeping his body close to the stone, he sidled along the edge of the rocky outcropping. He had no expectation of what he’d witness on the opposite side. He inhaled a deep breath, holding it for a few moments before letting it whisper out through his mouth as he poked his head around the stone.

      The landscape that stretched out before him was unremarkable. Aside from the sensation he’d experience in his mindsight coupled with the reaction from his companion, there was nothing of note that stood out from the normal. The track of disturbed earth continued onward, crossing the field of his vision to a point further to the south. As he followed the track into the distance, he noted the slight discrepancy of the terrain at the edge of his vision. It appeared to be slightly darker than the normal orange hues that dominated everything here in the wastes of the Outlands.

      Seeking a better view, Ryl backed around the rear of the stone, finding easy foot- and handholds to climb upward. The ascent was short, the boulders only stretching ten meters or so above the ground below. He hoped the vantage point would give him a better view of the discoloration he’d noted in the distance. Keeping his body flat against the stone, he crawled to the peak.

      From this height, the sweeping view of the Outlands was clear. The terrain that surrounded them remained consistent with that of the miles he had crossed. Ahead, miles in the distance, the curious feature he’d noted was obvious. In a wide swath, the ground was clear of any obstacles. No stunted groves grew there; no ridges or rocky outcroppings poked upward from the earth. The area appeared to be shaded as if a great cloud covered the sun, yet the sky above was clear.

      Ryl squinted his eyes as he peered into the distance. The shaded terrain seemed to shift, moving of its own volition. It seethed like water disturbed by a presence below.

      He felt a chill run through his body as the clarity dawned on him.

      He had found the Horde.

      The joyous grumble of the darkness that lurked deep inside rippled through his body.
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      Their progression had been meaningful, yet each day seemed to slip by with less enthusiasm than the last. As it had the morning before, and the day before that, his gaze rolled across the horizon to the south, searching desperately for a sign that he knew would not come.

      Andr mourned the absence of his friend. His life had been turbulent, fraught with more death than one would experience in a multitude of lifetimes. He’d seen companions and friends bleed out, helped hold their innards inside as the last, few fleeting moments of life slipped from their bodies. Others had been cut down, the blade or arrow piercing their vital organs, granting the imminent release from the agony of death. Many simply vanished through the yawning shadowed mouth of the gate, leaving only tormented memories in the absence. He’d witnessed others, merely the shadows of the beings they once were. Life had drained from their bodies, though their animated withered shells were a potent reminder.

      Ryl’s departure was just over two weeks old, yet the absence was still fresh. He’d watched the phrenic since he was but a boy. He’d recognized the quality, the undeniable magnetism that surrounded the youth soon after his assignment to The Stocks. His goal was protecting his son, Cray, yet through uncontrolled circumstances, he found himself risking all to aid the child he knew little to nothing about. To all but a few in the world, the boy was nothing more than the number branded into his neck.

      To Andr, there was something far more about the youth. Over the cycles, he’d watched the youth mature into something far greater than what reasoning could comprehend. The boy was little more than half his age, yet he commanded a presence that was far wiser than he could ever hope to be. He had made the promise: he’d follow him until the end. In the place of Ryl’s presence there was a void that couldn’t be filled. It was a permanent reminder of his failure.

      He had let the phrenic go. He’d watched as his friend, a man he loved as much as a son of his own flesh and blood, slipped over the hill, disappearing into the depths of the deadened wastes of the Outlands.

      Andr was among the few who had walked among the hills, sought shelter among the forests and ridges of the desolate terrain. He knew full well that the expanse that surrounded them was infested by demons in numbers that defied logic, yet Ryl had strolled casually away. His companion was a beast who moons before would have thrown itself upon them without concern for its own well-being. He’d let him go, even though his heart raged against the decision. The phrenics were in agreement. What could he do to sway their minds?

      Nothing.

      And so, biting his tongue, he’d watched his friend disappear into the wastes of the Outlands for perhaps the last time. He forced himself to believe the logic that he had professed. Ryl was unquestionably skilled. His prowess with any weapon easily outclassed any he’d trained with. The strength that was housed within his modest frame was indescribable. It grew more with every day.

      Yet with every monumental feat that his friend performed, the truth to his eyes became more and more apparent. Though the blood that flowed through his veins propelled him to heights that few could ever hope to achieve, inside, he was still the same impulsive child he’d found himself drawn to inside the confines of The Stocks. Ryl’s power had far outgrown the walls that had penned him in, yet he was now trapped inside a prison of drastically greater merit. The walls were not defined; unlike the stones of the palisades, his current prison was seemingly endless, stretching to match the strength that he possessed.

      He’d been there for his friend, for Ryl, as he’d struggled to find himself in the world. Now he felt helpless, as there was little he could do to assist his cause.

      Andr found his resolve in the promise that Ryl had made the unawakened. They were as much his true family as any could claim. He’d freed them from The Stocks, from the kingdom that sought to milk them for the purposes of the vile elixir. The sting of his absence was felt among all who had known him. Those who knew him the closest, while the loss was agonizing, they understood his decision and the secrecy behind it.

      Many would have followed him willingly to whatever fate he marched.

      The mission he’d set them on still remained. Every step brought them closer to the wonders of the hidden city they called home. To those who knew the forest, the Vigil, the phrenics, the excitement was palpable. The paths they now traversed were familiar. The days separating them from Vim were numbered.

      The dark clot of smoke on the horizon was a concern that few in the know shared with the general population.

      Andr’s gaze turned to the distant plume of black smoke billowing into the air. The thick char stretched high above the trees before turning abruptly to the west as the winds blew it away from their position. The rolling clouds were reminiscent of an event he’d hoped to never relive. All among their group had witnessed the burning of the Erlyn. Many still bore scars from fighting the man-made blaze. The smoke was dense, yet the charcoal-colored plumes were natural in appearance. The dense mass of plume in the distance recalled chilling images of the pyre that had consumed Cadsae Proper. They were visions that were still fresh in his mind, as the city had been razed, consuming the bodies of both the Horde and civilians alike.

      The smoke had been noted by one of the patrols several days past. The distance to the hidden city was dwindling. They were no more than several days from the safety and comfort of Vim. All were weary beyond belief, yet none had grumbled over the rigorous trek they’d undertaken. Though the pace had slowed substantially, the excitement was high. None questioned the move as the entire column shifted back into the cover of the forest.

      Andr rode on patrol along the outer edge of the column. With the caravan’s move back into the woods, they no longer rode alone. Their range had been constricted, pushing no more than half of a mile into the wastes of the Outlands that bordered the forest’s edge. He glanced at Paelec at his side; the eyes of the phrenic were locked onto the plume of smoke in the distance.

      “That doesn’t bode well,” the phrenic archer groaned as he broke his gaze from the soot rising over the forest.

      “Aye.” Andr nodded his head, as it was a thought he too had shared. Few were willing to voice the sentiment. “Yet, from all we know, it’s the hands of man, not the Horde, that controls the use of fire.”

      That notion alone was comforting. Regardless of what had occurred to cause the blaze, man still existed in numbers to spark and maintain the blaze from which the black cloud belched.

      Andr returned his eyes to the terrain that stretched out from the forest. The endless expanse of the Outlands had little variation. Over the weeks that they’d traveled, each feature began to blur together into one uniform-looking mass. There was little in the way of defining markers among the monochromatic landscape, yet there was something indelibly familiar about the patch of earth that they now crossed. He squinted his eyes as he scrutinized the terrain.

      At his side, Paelec grunted, drawing his attention.

      “I see that look in your eyes, my friend,” he added. “The hint of recognition. It was in the darkness of the night that you crossed this track of earth.”

      The recollection sent a chill through Andr’s body as the memories of that fateful night fueled the emotions that rolled through him. In the matter of a few short hours, all hope had been lost. Even through his failure, he’d accepted his death, though he’d fight until his last breath. It had been Ryl who had saved them from the first wave of the Horde. With blades dripping with green flames, he’d slaughtered the beasts in an instant, without mercy. He had been a force beyond reckoning. A moment later, the scarred, withered body of the youth had collapsed into his arms.

      The Horde had come again.

      So too had the phrenics.

      There had been little energy left in his legs as they’d sprinted across the open ground between the grove and the woods. Arrows and lightning had exploded from the tree line.

      “So much has changed since that night,” the mercenary commented.

      He reined in his horse as he took a moment to capture the view of the landscape. His eyes stopped as he noted the disturbance concealed behind the distant stand of trees to the southwest. It rose from the ground behind the stunted grove, almost like a haze that covered the earth. He stood up in the stirrups for a better view.

      The cloud of dust rising from the forest’s floor became clear.

      A shadowed patch moved at its base. He cursed under his breath as he understood the sign. His horse nickered in response, angling its ears toward the distant sound.

      The expression on the face of the phrenic archer turned deadly serious as he too understood the signs. The dust was from a party of creatures on the move.

      “The Horde,” Paelec growled. “They come.”
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      The darkness that had been silent for weeks screamed inside his body as the realization of the sight before them became clear. The sudden volume was deafening. Ryl held his hands over his ears, an involuntary response to the noise, though it emanated from within. His body cringed from the violence of the chill that rolled through him. He found himself curled into a fetal position, sliding down the back of the rocky outcropping.

      Ice flowed through his veins as the volume swelled. The ever-present warmth of the alexen faded as it was overpowered by the infinite cold. Again, he found himself trapped somewhere in the middle of the struggle that raged inside his body. His mindsight snapped into view as he struggled through the battle within his veins. The black stain that had stretched across the darkened void at the extent of his vision shifted. What was nothing more than a hint of darkness quickly congealed to a solid black mass that moved in his direction.

      The lack of control fueled the anger that swelled in his body. He was tired from traveling, yet his mind was still hale. His temper was running short as he found himself a spectator in the struggle to control his own faculties. The muscles of his jaw clenched as he ground his teeth together, growling as he forced his own will over the turbulent forces within his veins.

      He was tired of destiny. The weight of the prophecy was a burden he could no longer bear. His decisions, he would make with council, yet they would be his alone. He felt his legs shake as he forced himself to his feet. The nails of his fingers bit into his skin as his fists clenched together like a vise. With a thought, the woodskin crusted over, dulling the pain to nothing more than mere pressure.

      This time, it was his voice that thundered through his body.

      Like a breath of wind clearing away the fog, the raging struggle inside his body silenced. He felt the warmth return to his veins as the darkness silenced its infernal wail, slinking back to the depths in which it found residence.

      Ryl slid down the rear face of the rock, landing solidly on the reddish soil. He turned to face the lone harrier that had accompanied his travel and had guided him to this position.

      “You brought me here for a reason,” he grumbled. “Let’s see it.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut again, steeling his body against the pain. There was no dulling the agony that ripped through his left arm as he inverted the markings. Tears streaked from his eyes as they watered out of control. A few meters away, the harrier shifted uncomfortably, backing away.

      A few moments later, Ryl opened his eyes to a view that was entirely unexpected. The views of the dull expanse of the Outlands were starkly different when viewed through the lens of the darkness that inhabited his body. The burnt orange hue that covered nearly every facet of the landscape seemed to radiate a strange, dull glow. Only in the footsteps of the Horde that had recently passed was there a break in the bizarre illumination. Where their clawed footfalls disturbed the soil, the ground absorbed the light, leaving blackened voids.

      He looked down at the ground around him, cataloguing the footsteps of him and his sole companion. While the clawed outlines of the harrier’s footprints were clear, there was little to note his presence. He stepped gingerly forward, testing the soil. A slight brightening radiated outward as his foot rested on the ground, yet the added glow dissipated into nothingness moments after he lifted it from the ground.

      Ryl felt a strange connection to the wastes that surrounded him. Similar to the connection he maintained between the ancient woods and himself. He noted the rumble of the footsteps that thundered over the ground toward his location. The land seemed to capture the emotions of the beasts that charged his position. He felt the unrestrained rage and animosity that radiated outward from each of the beasts. There was an undeniable conflict to their senses. The hatred among many seemed forced, as if tainted by the influence of something far more sinister than themselves.

      The ground itself, much like the Erlyn, pulsed with an energy that radiated outward like ripples on water. Unlike the ancient woods, spreading life and energy through the roots, the very ground under his feet seemed to thrum with radiating waves of terror, unfocused yet agonized by grief. Ryl felt the chill roll through his body as he recognized a sense of the call. It was only weeks ago when the mighty forest had been set ablaze. He recalled the endless pain that had torn through the sentient forest. The normally lucid thoughts had reverted to nothing more than primal emotions.

      Agony.

      Fear.

      Beyond the charge, the grounds seethed with activity. The emotions, wild and unrestrained, ran the gamut, stretching from sheer rage to inconsolable suffering. The torment was real. He felt the pressure from the bodies that littered the soil. The blood that pumped out in great spurts washed over his senses, leaving a lingering sticky feeling across his skin. Feet shuffled over an immense tract of land as claws raked over the bodies of their own kind with unexpected fury.

      The commotion seemed to have no focus. The beasts tore themselves to shreds, claws rent flesh from bone, yet he saw little motivation behind their fervent aggression. It was as if the creatures had been spurred into a rage-filled madness. Was it his actions before the Pining Gate that had left them leaderless and unhinged? Had sheer pandemonium filled the vacuum where the strength of power had once resided? They had respected his authority, the authority granted by power then.

      His thoughts were cut short as a portion of the unending rage focused on him. The mass of beasts charging his position moved with no respect for the power that flowed in his veins. A power that had grown considerably since they’d last encountered his anger. What had changed in the moons since he’d watched the demons slip into the distance to the west?

      There was a definitive challenge to their charge.

      Ryl pulled the Leaves from his sheaths as he stalked from behind the rocky outcropping. The brilliant green blades flashed to life in a gout of fire. The time to examine the flames was fleeting, though the blaze seemed to be highlighted by a disturbing outline of black. The shadow was disconcerting, seemingly devouring the light of the flame as it raged from the serrated blades. He felt the wind swell with a wild fury around his right arm.

      Though his communication with his solitary companion was expressed through vague emotions and feelings, he had clearly understood the concern. The scene that greeted his eyes was unlike anything that he could have ever imagined. There was something wholly incorrect, unnatural about the scene. The manipulation was clear, though the source was yet defined.

      Ryl roared out loud as he charged toward the mass of the Horde. Logic defied his reaction, though the alexen and the nexela inside his veins amplified his charge. He could see the traces of the corruption that spurred them onward. The tendril of manipulation stretched out from the demons like thin black strings. They twisted among each other, spinning themselves into a massive cord that led further into the depth of the black mass in the distance.

      He squeezed his fist together, forcing the strength of the darkness to radiate outward. The emotional command would be his solitary warning. For creatures who understood and respected true power, those who disobeyed would soon learn the tragic folly of their actions.

      Few of the charging beasts faltered, yet they were swallowed up by the greater mass of animosity. Those who did manage to break from the ranks were pursued, savagely torn to shreds by their companions.

      Ryl charged headlong toward the great clot of vicious darkness. Thousands rushed him, their wicked intentions clear, though their motivations were distorted. Around his body, the wind swirled in a gale that dragged a cloud of reddish dust with it. He raged forward like a tornado rolling across the desolate wastes. Less than ten meters from the incoming charge, he released the fury of the winds that ripped around him. The dust, caught in the wind and the supercharged wave of green fire, lanced into the incoming creatures in a vicious arc.

      None who faced the initial wave survived. The heat and the wind tore bodies into shreds. Harriers and banes alike, they all felt the brunt of his focused blast. With each successive rank beyond the first, the impact of the wind was reduced, yet the effects were still profound. Few survived among the first lines. Further back, the force of the wind sent bodies careening helplessly through the air. The gale picked up the lanky harriers and the sturdy banes as if they were nothing more than leaves tossed mercilessly in the wind.

      A wide opening had formed in the center of the mass. Ryl dipped into the speed that flowed through his veins, screaming as he lunged into the midst of the commotion. At his rear, he couldn’t help but notice the lanky figure of his unexpected companion following in his wake. With burning blades alight, he tore through the crush of demons. With every slash he severed limbs from bodies, cutting vicious gashes through the demons while simultaneously cauterizing the devastating wounds.

      There was little time to analyze the activity that lay ahead. The pounding of the soil underfoot spoke clearly. The settling animus that existed at the extent of his vision had too bubbled over as the assault raged around his person. Ryl moved without slowing, hewing his path through the staggered lines of the demons. There was no counting those who fell around him. His blades moved in a whirlwind of death, decimating any who were unlucky enough to stand in his path. The Horde charged in an uncoordinated mass of bodies. There was no strategy to their actions save for sheer dominance in numbers.

      They had sorely underestimated his power. With every demon he cut down, the press around him lessened. The uncontrolled rage that had fueled their charge faltered, replaced by an emotion far more instinctual. It was fight or flight. Some were too far engaged, too enraged by whatever impetus had driven them onward to cease their attack, yet many now broke from the ranks in numbers that rapidly swelled. Even the most primitive of intellects understood when there was no hope in fighting. Survival outweighed combat. Flight was the only hope.

      Ryl’s progress propelled him further to the south and west, toward the great shadowed disturbance in the reddish soil that dominated the Outlands. Hundreds had fallen before the flaming blades in his hands, though the gaps between the beasts were widening with every step forward. There was nothing they could do to counter his speed nor the lethal ferocity of his attacks. The sensation that rolled through his body was sickening. The Horde were viewed as nothing more than mindless killers, yet it was he who butchered them with absolute impunity. He had felt no emotion save for pure rage as he massacred those who stood in his path.

      His body felt numb, disconnected with the reality that surrounded him.

      It was only moments before the field around him cleared entirely. With a final slash, he cleaved the torso of a bane. He was no longer sure if the creature had raised its hands in preparation to attack or in a pleading cry for mercy.

      He stopped, rotating slowly as he catalogued the disposition of the beasts that surrounded him. A space of nearly fifty meters had opened in all directions; the distance grew with every passing moment. He feared to focus on the carnage that stretched out behind him, as he knew the devastation was unimaginable. The solitary blackened signature of a Horde flashed to his mindsight in close proximity to his person. The creature who had led him to where he stood today paused several meters to his left side, watching both the surrounding Horde while maintaining careful watch over the flaming green blades that burned in his hands.

      Ryl’s chest heaved, though it was more from sheer excitement rather than exhaustion. He suffered from no sense of exhaustion as the energy rippled through his body. He was primed and ready to continue, though the army that he faced seemed to have other intentions. He felt as if he could single-handedly decimate the lot of them if given the need.

      The reality of the situation snapped back to life as he let the speed in his veins falter. All at once, like an echo taking moments to catch up, the sensations of the battle reached his mind.

      The thunder of feet on the soil rumbled over the area, though it was drowned out by the screams and wails of those attacking and dying around him. Any semblance of fresh air was choked from the atmosphere, as the vile stench of the Horde permeated all. His body was covered, slick with blood and gore. He felt the thick, black blood ooze down his bare arms, dripping as it reached his hands. The urge to vomit was overwhelming. Through sheer effort of will alone, he tamped down the bile that bubbled up, stinging his throat.

      From inside, the darkness babbled with indelible glee as the ruthless bloodshed reigned. The alexen, though the fire still churned through his veins, celebrated naught. If anything, there was a sense of disturbance at the ease with which the massacre had occurred.

      Ryl squeezed his fists around the wooden shafts of the Leaves as his gaze scanned the terrain ahead. Those who had initially charged his position now fled from his wrath. Having sought a safe distance, most had turned to face the object of their doom. Like the harrier who had led him to this area, they cowered, no longer the indomitable images of animosity and strength.

      By whatever corruption had led them here, they had tested his mettle.

      They had failed.

      Ahead of Ryl’s position, battles still raged among the populace, though the numbers too had thinned dramatically. Many streamed to the west, seemingly disappearing over the horizon in the distance. His mindsight tracked them as they vanished. The mass of darkness that presented itself to his vision was endless. Though unseen, every meter of the ground was occupied by the blackened signature of the Horde. The mass moved as if it were a kettle stirred by a great stick. In rings, the darkness shifted as it moved around a central focal point.

      It was here that Ryl’s attention focused.

      In the distance, just at the extent of his vision, a separate signature appeared. The hand that stirred the pot was clear.

      Unlike the Horde, this was one he knew all too well.

      The wispy, charcoal mist was far denser than any he’d encountered.

      He recognized the form immediately.
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      There was little in the way of defensible ground within the forest. Days still separated them from the safety of Vim, yet they were separated from the advance of the Horde from the Outlands by a matter of miles. There was no questioning their destination. The shadow that preceded their blackened forms grew closer by the moment as the beasts charged their position.

      For generations, the forest had been a potent barrier, halting the advances of the beasts from the wastes beyond, yet with the battle of the Prophet’s Tree had turned that theory inside out.

      There was no telling how the beasts would behave.

      Would the treeline still hold their charge?

      Would they show restraint like the solitary harrier that had cowered in Ryl’s shadow?

      There was little faith in the latter.

      There would be no outrunning this battle. They were a party of over one thousand strong, yet the unknown numbers of the Horde were terrifying. There was no doubt that the numbers of their charge were only a minute fraction of the size that had choked the streets of Cadsae Proper, yet there had been walls of solid stone that stood between them and the assault.

      Inside the thinning woods, there were no defensive structures to stem the tide.

      The black mass of the Horde that charged them from the wastes had not slowed; the cloud of dust surrounding their numbers billowed into the air as their speed remained constant. Individual figures were still too far to see across the distance, yet there was no question they would be dramatically outnumbered.

      If the demons crossed through the branches of the forest, they would fight and die amongst the undergrowth of the unknown woods. With little time to react, the decisions were made in haste. To fight in the forest would be folly. The strength of the phrenics would be negated. The devastating range of their bows would be for naught.

      The race to the forest’s edge was frantic. They had practiced the maneuver seldomly in the open terrain of the Outlands, yet never under immediate duress, nor through a forest. The line that reached the edge of the woods was faulty, broken in far too many spots by large gaps of those who lingered behind.

      As expected, the phrenics stood ahead of the group. They were statuesque, their cloaks billowing out to the side as the wind caught the fabric. On one end, flames rippled along the exposed arm of a cloaked warrior. On the other, jagged waves of electricity coursed over the tattooed arm of another.

      Captain Le’Dral with his lieutenants, Moyan and Millis, barked orders at the guards, Vigil and unawakened alike as they worked themselves into some semblance of a line. Andr found himself working his way through the uncoordinated mass of the unawakened. He struggled to keep the tone of his voice calm for the sake of the green force that assembled behind the ranks of the trained soldiers. He snarled as he viewed the youthful features of many of their faces.

      His gaze rested on Aelin for a moment. The staff in his hands was easily a full head over his height and an impossibly heavy item to heft, yet the youth carried it with ease. A short sword was strapped to his hip. There were no signs of nervousness across his features. He was still a child, yet had faced the demons before. The connection between him and the alexen that coursed through his veins had been restored. Andr knew he would be a force to be reckoned with.

      Andr jogged across the face of the assembled unawakened, shouting words of encouragement as he could. Toward the far end of the line, he pulled up as he noted the figure he had sought. Cray stood among his companions, the bow in his hands already nocked with an arrow. He nodded to the twins, who stood at the side of his son.

      “You three are among the few who’ve seen the demons in action.” He raised his voice as he called to the unawakened. “Do not underestimate their speed. Do not overestimate your abilities. You will fight a foe with no sense of honor. There is no code, no unwritten rules of engagement. They will fight with the ferocity of feral beasts. You’ve all trained, I have no question that you’ll hold your own. Trust in the power that flows in your veins. Know that there is yet hidden strength inside you. When released, it is a devastating force.”

      There were no words from the lips of the force that listened to his instructions. Their eyes darted from him to the approaching mass of blackened demons.

      “Stay together,” Andr continued. “Watch the back of the man or woman beside you. Yet if these lines fail, know that you will be the only ones between us and the ones behind who cannot hold their own.”

      Well into the depths of the wood, tucked into a small crevice in the stone face of the mountain, the youngest of the unawakened remained with the eldest of their number. Sarial stood watch over the children; Faya and Elora worked to keep them calm. Mender Jeffers, for the moment, traded the tools of his trade for a blade; he paced nervously in front of the mass of unprotected children. Rolan stood by his side. The father was no stranger to looking into the face of death, or to battle. Though he was no warrior, he had trained with the unawakened. His skills had blossomed, yet they were few, the feeble last line of defense.

      “You will survive to see the end of this day.” Andr worked to keep his voice from cracking as he placed his hand on Cray’s shoulder, leaning in close. “You’ve made me proud beyond words, my son.”

      Andr turned away, hiding the emotion on his face. He found the din of battle easier than the conversation with the child he thought he’d lost. He would bathe his regrets in the black blood of the Horde. He would fight like the demons who stalked their position. A hand on his arm stopped his retreat.

      “There will be time to tell me when this is over,” Cray responded. The confident swagger that had covered his face cracked for a moment as he mouthed the final word. “Father.”

      The moment was short, yet Andr felt the grip of Cray’s hand linger as his son fell back into the line. The heat of emotions coursed through his body as he loped across the deadened terrain to where the phrenics stood motionless. Le’Dral’s orders for the moment were complete, the work now handled by his lieutenants. He stood stoic a few meters behind the line of the phrenics. He had positioned himself so he could see through the gap between Ghen and Taq at the end of the line. Cavin stood at his side. Andr paused as he reached the captain’s other shoulder.

      “Have we made an error leaving the horses?” The second-guessing from the captain was a profound yet unexpected greeting as Andr reached his side. It was a question that there was little time to deliberate. Their mounts, like all, were tired from the seemingly endless travel. Against the fleet opponents they now faced, in the open where maneuverability was an option, they would be more a hindrance than an aid.

      “No. The decision is sound,” Andr answered. He squinted his eyes, attempting to gauge the distance to the wall of death that approached. “The charge would instill no fear in the beasts. They have the speed to easily split their ranks. Though we’d run a few to ground, the rest would swallow the cavalry up before they could make their turn. It would be a futile waste of life.”

      Le’Dral nodded his head, though he sighed as his gaze resolved on the mass of Horde moving steadily toward their position.
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      The ground sloped gently downward into the earth. Ryl found himself standing at the edge of a massive crater that easily stretched miles across. The sheer volume of life contained inside the bowl in the earth was astounding. There was no counting the true numbers; even wild speculation could be off by hundreds of thousands.

      Though the sun was still high in the cloudless sky, the area within the crater was dark. An unnatural shadow covered the ground. Much like the stain that preceded the advance of the Lei Guard’s emotional assaults. Ryl could feel the hatred, the feral animosity that seemed to drip from the very atmosphere like a foul particulate. All round the ring of the great depression, the creatures waged a vicious war against their own kind. The revolt was inconsistent. Skirmishes seemed to break out in small groups, never along a concerted front. There was little sense to the battles. One moment, merely spectators; the next, demons hacked and slashed at each other, burying their wicked teeth into the skin of the creatures standing at their side.

      The terrain that had emanated a dull glow appeared entirely black from the churned soil, as clawed footsteps had ravaged the earthen floor. Blood and gore dripped from everything, reflecting a subtle, deep crimson sheen as it caught the dulled light of the sun. Bodies, in all states of disorder, were strewn across the terrain. Most had the appearance of fresh kills. Blood, black and putrid, still spurted from gnarly gashes that crisscrossed their bodies. Some on death’s door still clawed at anything within reach, their hands slashing out in pitiful attempts at revenge.

      Other corpses had the looks and stench of age. The flesh, torn and rotted, was taut across their jagged bones, though they teamed with insects feasting on the spoiled bodies. The odor of the combined masses, alive and dead, took on a life of its own. There was no describing the full experience of the stench. It was far more vile, more potent than anything he could have imagined.

      Though his view stretched the entirety, he was sure the same scene played out across the whole of the earthen amphitheater. He knew little of the hierarchy of the demons, though he understood that they respected power. The scene that unfolded before his eyes was far from natural. The species would never have survived the millennium since their last appearance. They would have torn themselves into obscurity.

      For a moment, he considered Cray’s words. He could sit back, watching as the beasts ravaged their own. The fewer demons that existed in the wastes of the Outlands, the fewer risks there were to humanity as a whole. The thought sparked a disgust that was far more potent, more visceral than the effects of the stench that choked the air. There would be no balance in that result. Ryl had no regard for how the creatures survived in the depths of the Outlands, nor did he truly care. The nexela, the counter to the blood flowing in his veins, fueled the revolt that drew sickening parallels in his mind. Alexen had sentenced him to imprisonment as a child. It had turned a civilization against each other. In both cases the effects were perpetrated by the same hand.

      The insatiable greed of Leiroth. The wicked hand of the kingdom stretched much further than he expected.

      The space he had earned after hewing his way through the initial charge of the Horde remained open. For the moment, the attention of the seething masses that spread before him remained on the battles that raged throughout their midst. Standing at the crest of the great bowl, his vision roved over the feature. Scattered throughout the crater in a seemingly haphazard pattern were large mounds of stone. The cairns had a curious, man-made look to them as if they had been carefully stacked by hand. Nowhere had he noted any evidence of creations of the beasts, though there was little time to investigate their construction.

      The din of the battles was sickening. Howls of rage mixed with agonized wails as the triumphant and the vanquished sang in a discordant, vicious melody. Over the deafening racket, a lone voice captured Ryl’s attention. The notes seemed to hang in the air, yet it was the emotion that struck with the greatest force. He needn’t search for the source, as he had already catalogued its location at the center of the crater.

      It beckoned him closer. The haughty challenge in its voice was unsettling.

      His gaze reached the center of the massive earthen amphitheater. At the base the earth rose into a low flat mesa. The ground was smoothed, though a solitary, great cairn of stones stood in the middle. It was squat, yet the circumference was significant. Two jagged spires of rock jutted up, one from each side of the formation. There was no doubt of the man-made construction of the structure, yet he had little understanding of its purpose.

      The flattened mesa at the center of the crater had to be hundreds of meters across, yet only a solitary figure remained on its surface. Standing before the edge of the structure was an apparition that Ryl recognized all too well.

      Its hood was drawn up, shrouding its face in shadow. A tattered black cloak covered its imposing frame.

      The Lei Guard’s attention was fixed on him. Even from a distance, he could feel the penetrating glare knife through him.

      The words that coursed from his lips and the emotion that they carried were crystal clear.

      “Kill him.”

      He watched the wave of hatred, focused and potent, as it rolled up the edges of the crater. Like a shock wave, it rocked the bodies of all it passed through as it raced up the slope. There was little time to brace himself as the energy washed over him. Ryl turned his face to the side, shielding it from the dirt that kicked up as it pushed by with an unexpected physical force. The muscles of his core tightened as the alexen coursed through his veins, hardening the emotional defense.

      The winds that propelled the emotion onward was wholly unexpected. The strength was unheard of, though he felt the awkward taint of trickery in the resonance of the call.

      There was little time to ponder the cause of the sensation as the Horde, which moments earlier battled amongst themselves, turned toward his position. The sense of the focus of an immeasurable number of eyes fixating on him was crushing. He felt the weight of their attention as the first of the beasts charged in his direction. It wasn’t the words they responded to, it was the wave of emotion that had driven them to action.

      Though thousands answered the command that rolled through them, the effects were not adopted by all. None atop the peak of the crater acquiesced to the order; in fact, he was surprised to note that many among the number moved to intercept the incoming attack. The fleet figure of the harrier who had accompanied him was one such beast. Alone within the immediate vicinity, it rushed headlong into the oncoming wave of death. The clarity in that moment was serene.

      It and the others who moved in his defense responded to true power. The power that ran through his veins. True strength is followed, not preached from afar.

      More examples would have to be made.

      He felt the chill ripple through his body as he dipped into the speed. Time froze as he lunged forward. The darkness within him cried out in jubilant bloodlust. The alexen churned with animosity, defiant in the face of the mass that now moved to attack. Within steps he passed the figure of the harrier, his sole companion over the last weeks. The Leaves dripped with brilliant green fire as he raced forward. Like a green ball of flame plummeting through the night sky, he crashed into the wall of the attack with an explosion of wind and flame.

      Again, the Horde in his path stood no chance against his agility. His speed, the wind and flaming blades made the contest unfair. He cut the beasts down as if they were churning against a heavy current. Few were able to mount even a feeble defense as Ryl hewed a path of carnage through their midst.

      His body revolted at the blood that he spilled. Though the creatures sought his demise, the weight of the lives he extinguished became more than he could bear. He was tired of the killing. Though the darkness was jubilant, screaming in ecstasy as the blood rained around him, he felt no personal joy in the devastation. The alexen breathed support through his veins as he slashed through flesh and bone without resistance or effort. As before, in the wake of his passing, what were once attackers now fled in fear.

      The grade of the crater’s wall was slight, though every hundred meters or so it leveled off for a short distance before descending once more. Once through the initial charge of the demons who’d responded to the will of the black-cloaked figure who demanded their obedience, the intensity of the attack waned dramatically. Ryl had the sickening feeling that he was now slaughtering creatures by the dozen who’d never followed the orders to attack. His momentum and the darkness that raged inside his veins propelled him onward.

      The ferocity of the battle shifted from outside to within. The alexen struggled to dampen the glee, the ecstatic push of the darkness that now roared through his body. It was a battle he knew he’d once again face. An internal struggle he understood would haunt him at some point once again.

      He felt a lingering pain as his focus shifted to stave off the overwhelming shadow within. His animosity burned within his core as he screamed aloud at the forces tearing him apart. He had ceded no control over his faculties. The memory of the agony of the Erlyn was a stark reminder that he still remained in control. The threat was sincere. If it was pain that would silence the internal torrent, then so be it.

      His will was strong enough to withstand the test.

      His progress ground to a halt as the darkness within shifted its focus to preserving itself from harm. The shiver ran through his body, as did the revulsion, as time snapped back to normal. The press of the Horde against his charge had reversed. Like water flowing downhill, the demons streamed from his position.

      Ryl could feel the anger boiling from the figure at the center of the crater. His own inner fury raged, as he had no patience for games or petty squabbles for power.

      “Move,” Ryl growled as he stalked forward toward the raised mesa at the center of the crater.

      “I said kill him.” The figure’s voice lacked the same chilling force and emotion as it voiced its command. Ryl squeezed his left hand around the Leaves, forcing a wave of emotion outward from his body. He felt the darkness radiate from his body as he issued the challenge. If it was a trial, a test of strength they sought, they would perish. A few of the Horde stumbled as they approached, yet they rapidly corrected their directions as they melted back into the surrounding masses.

      Ryl stalked forward, his footsteps leading purposefully toward the cloaked figure. He could feel the perverse corruption of the power and greed that had tainted the creature. Though he knew not how, the strength of the solitary human surviving among the beasts from the Outlands was impressive. As he moved, the Horde closed the pathway behind him, yet none made any attempts to attack. A space of nearly twenty meters separated him from the masses that surrounded him. Only the sole harrier padded along quietly in his wake.

      The carnage that he had noted maintained a constant as he descended the edge of the crater. If anything, the potent concoction of odors in the air grew thicker as he moved further inside. The wind swirled gently around his right arm and outward from his body, creating a small column of clearer air. He feared the weight of the atmosphere when he at last let the power fade.

      As he approached the mesa, he steeled himself for the disturbingly familiar assault he knew was to come. He anticipated the paralyzing fear and utter hopelessness utilized by the Lei Guard, though this creature was notably something of an anomaly when compared to the black-cloaked warriors. Time seemed to stop as he descended the side of the crater. The deafening commotion of the Horde had silenced as all eyes watched his movement. He could hear the crunch of his footsteps on the loose soil of the ground as they brought him closer to the evil that lurked in the center of the depression.

      At the base of the crater, a natural trough formed at the edge of the raised mesa. A putrid, thick liquid sloshed against the edges of the natural moat as if it were pushed by the wind. The foul aroma that rose from the viscous solution seemed to disturb the air, much like the wavering illusion of extreme heat.

      Ryl easily vaulted the liquid, finding his footing firmly on the surface of the mesa. Though his observation was brief, his attention focused elsewhere, the ground beneath him was peculiar. The stone was light in color, polished to a smooth texture, yet it was dull, lacking any reflective sheen. He experienced an eerie sensation, an awkward tingling in his feet as he walked over the even surface. The circle of polished stones was disturbingly familiar to one he’d witnessed a few times in his relatively abbreviated life.

      The similarities to the stone circle within the heart of the nexus was chilling.

      His inspection was cut short as the first wave of paralyzing fear crashed into him. He stopped his approach, though he easily deflected the barrage with the opposing feeling.

      “Ah, at last the child, the savior of the prophet has arrived.” The voice that emanated from the figure standing near the center of the circle was powerful beyond expectation. Each word hammered into him, seemingly amplified by the very stone floor he stood on. “You now tread on forbidden ground. There will be a punishment befitting the crime.”

      The voice was unnatural, a disturbing mix of humanity and beast, as if each word was as much a growl as it was language. The features of the speaker remained still; the volume and the force of the announcement far overpowered the action of his lips moving.

      The eyes of the figure were hidden by the shadow of his hood. The darkness that covered most of his face was indefinite. An endless void that seemingly absorbed all light that had the misfortune of being caught within its pull. Though it was hidden by the impenetrable shadow, he could feel the pointed gaze as it rolled over his body. The pressure from the focus of his vision was unnerving. Ryl felt it stop at last, centering on his left arm.

      “I see you’ve changed much since we last met,” the voice growled. “I’ve watched you from the shadows for cycles. From the impertinent youth who murdered the sub-master of The Stocks to the fabled warrior who failed to save your precious tree. I can feel the darkness that stains your body. You are now as much a beast as you are man.”

      Ryl felt the alexen churn inside his body at the insinuation. The grumbling from the darkness swelled in response.

      “You are nothing but a whelp equipped with gimmicks and tricks.” The cloaked figure spoke as he stepped ominously forward. “The Horde will never truly accept your power. I will never accept your power. The darkness answers to my word and mine alone. It obeys strength alone.”

      The weight that crushed down on him was devastating. The devastating emotional attack bore a heft like he’d never experienced before. Ryl dropped to a knee as the force crumpled him to the ground. He felt the darkness inside his body revolt at the unnatural charge, though in an instant it was clear whose power held the upper hand. The fire of the alexen raged; he felt their progress slow in his veins. Unlike the crippling fear and hopelessness that exuded from the Lei Guard, whatever power the cloaked figure possessed was something entirely different. To his vision and his mindsight, the creature displayed a similar signature that he’d grown to accept as that of the black-cloaked warriors. Yet as with the alexen, there were varying degrees of brightness; the depth and gravity of the darkness had altered dramatically with this one. The orb that represented this figure consumed the light that surrounded it, devouring the illumination.

      There was little he could do to force his body to move. The alexen crawled through his veins, struggling to counter the unexpected, devastating strength of the onslaught. The darkness, though it raged for a few initial moments, fought along willfully, switching sides, hedging its bets on the one with the most power. Though begrudgingly, it had accepted the reality that a strength beyond its own measure was at hand.

      As he had fallen to a knee, Ryl had driven the burning blades of the Leaves into the ground at either side of his body, using the wooden shafts for support. The flames, which had been edged by a black aura, shifted in color as darkness clouded the vibrant hue. The heat from the weapons seared his skin as the flames shifted their color. He pried his hand from the wooden shafts, the skin on his palms stinging with a pain reminiscent of his connection with the burning forest.

      The Leaves continued to rage, burning with their unnatural black flame as he cradled his hands against his body. He had no understanding of what had occurred, how the serrated weapons still existed absent the connection with his hands. The intensity of the heat so close to his frame quickly became uncomfortable. The air rippled as the temperature grew unbearable.

      Ryl struggled to move his body, yet his muscles failed to respond. The icy grip of the darkness inside coupled with the devastating strength from without, locking his joints, seemingly freezing his feet to the ground. He gritted his teeth together as he fought to move. With a motion that appeared more wraithlike than human, the figure slipped across the cleared stone toward his position.

      “I’ve felt the passing of Leiroth,” the figure growled. “He trusted me with his projects. He made me stronger than you can imagine.”

      No words escaped Ryl’s lips though the questions remained. He struggled to control the alexen, to free himself from the weight of the darkness that weighed him down. The fear was paralyzing, yet it was his own body that failed to respond to his command. It was as if both the powers at once had abandoned him, leaving him to the mercy of fate as they struggled to survive. He was on his own, struggling to keep the heft of the power from crushing him to the stone.

      “You phrenics are weak,” the creature continued. Through teary eyes he watched its hand reach into the folds of its cloak, removing a large serrated dagger. The reflection of the blackened, burning blades at his side flickered in the polished surface of the blade. The metal was dyed a deep crimson, as it was bathed in blood. “Your strength is limited. It comes from within. You are the chosen few who live on. My power is eternal. The source of my strength is endless.”

      He swung his arms in a wide arc, motioning to the Horde that surrounded the cleared mesa. The entity spun in a circle as his focus swung to the countless legions of Horde that ringed the raised stone circle. As his gaze broke from Ryl, he felt an immediate relief from a measure of the external weight that forced him to the ground. It was in that moment that the realization of what was in store dawned on him.

      Ryl grasped the meaning in his gesture. The understanding flowed through him. He saw the display for what it was. It was a well-timed performance to satiate the riled masses. This was a calculated show to secure his dominance, prove his strength once and for all. The cloaked figure was astute enough to understand that there would be none with any potency of the nexela in their veins to challenge his strength.

      None among the Horde could come close to comparing.

      He would rule unquestioned.

      Ryl knew his time was running thin. Gritting his teeth together, he mustered the strength to move his left arm. The act was exhausting; he managed to move his left hand only a finger’s width closer to his right arm. He could feel the alexen in his veins fading as their energy sapped with the ongoing struggle. The darkness maintained its hold, aiding to cripple his motion.

      He felt his hopes falter as the attention from the creature again returned to his body. His energy reserves were severely depleted. He expected that if the pressure that held him in thrall was released, he wouldn’t possess the strength to stand. His body would topple to the smoothed stone below. The heat that surrounded him was rapidly becoming unbearable. The intricate leaves of the vines that covered his right arm seemed to wither under the intense temperature. The sweat that poured from his skin evaporated within moments of leaking from his pores. Steam rose from his arms and cloak as if his body were smoldering. The air around him rippled with heat.

      Another fine touch to the illusion of dominance.

      It was true he had been overpowered, yet the fight had been one-sided from the start. He understood the true will of the Horde. It was true that they respected power. Power in their terms was represented by feats of strength, of dominance over others. Bloodshed was worshiped, as it was the reward, the spoils of strength.

      Ryl’s position was precarious. His death was certain given the circumstances. His power had been outmatched. Yet it was not his failure to suffer alone. He could barely register the sense of alexen crawling through his veins. The might that had been fought for and earned by the darkness that resided in his veins would be wasted. Their struggle would be for naught.

      The mouth of the creature drooped open as he stalked forward. His teeth were jagged, filed into unnatural points. As he approached, his back hunched slightly, his body leaning forward in a crude mimic of the posture of the Horde.

      Ryl squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, focusing his thoughts on the darkness within. The force that coupled with the approaching creatures might blindly follow the rule that would see to its doom. The willing, wanted destruction that plagued the Horde made sense. They acted with little regard for consequences, following primal orders and instinct. They were fearless warriors, imbued with terrifying speed without regard for personal well-being. Yet the quest for strength was a fickle motivator in the long run. Power, as Ryl had witnessed firsthand, could be easily deceived. The illusion of might rested largely in the hands of those who would follow without question.

      He screamed the proposition to the darkness that aided in paralyzing him where he crouched. The power of the nexela, the taint that had infested the lives of so many, had betrayed him. There was little surprise in that. The alexen, the latent power that charged through his veins, had failed him. All that was left was his will.

      It was a will that had failed to give up when the light of hope had been reduced to nothing more than a feeble flicker.

      He would not give up now.

      His thoughts dwelled on the folly of relying on the strength of one. His will was all he had left. His mind screamed the thought through his body.

      Resist and live. Experience true strength. Follow and die.

      Ryl’s choice was made up. Though slight, he could feel the alexen churn.

      All he needed was the strength to move his arm a hand’s width further.

      The darkness in his veins remained silent. The paralyzing hold remained firm.

      The creature flashed a wicked smile as he approached within a few meters.

      “There will be none to oppose me now,” he hissed. “They will be my slaves, or they will perish like you.”

      For a second the eyes of the figure rolled over the crowd beyond. A ripple of warmth passed through his body as the darkness that crushed him wavered. The point of the knife that would seal his doom glistened in the light of the burning blades at his sides. The climax of the show was upon him.

      With a sudden release, the darkness from within surrendered its hold. The dam that held back the true power in his veins failed. A torrent of heat crashed through his veins. The warmth that flowed through him was a balm, comforting his weary body, yet the raw blazing heat that melted the darkness moved with pent-up energy and a violence that sent a wave of agony through his frame.

      He ground his teeth together as the chill that had frozen his veins and joints released. He shifted his left hand, squeezing it down on his right arm. His fingers depressed over the demure handprint, sending a jolt of electricity through his body. The pain heaped atop the agony that rolled through his body did little to bother him. The entirety of his frame felt as if it were being torn apart from the inside while being simultaneously stitched back together.

      The creature growled as the scream ripped from Ryl’s lips as the tattoo on his left arm inverted. He squeezed his fist together, focusing on the illusion as the black-cloaked individual charged forward.

      The creature had wanted a performance to assure that strength would be recognized.

      Ryl was determined not to let him down.

      The Leaves, burning black in the stone where they remained, swelled. The air surrounding them rippled with heat that blurred Ryl’s form. His body toppled forward as it was released from the grip of the darkness that had pinned it to the ground. He stumbled for a few meters on shaky legs before turning to face his attacker with nothing more than balled fists and a snarl on his lips.

      The blackened entity was too quick to seize the opportunity. The collective tension of the watching Horde swelled as the blade slashed in a vicious strike at Ryl’s throat. As the blade met the skin of his neck, the image faltered. Without the expected resistance of steel passing through flesh, it was the creature’s turn to stumble forward.

      Ryl had timed the illusion with perfection born out of sheer necessity. Though the agony of the transition was still fresh in his mind, the chill of the darkness had been burned away by the undiminishable inferno of rage that coursed through his veins. Neither the alexen nor the nexela would fight this battle; this was fueled by his will alone.

      The throbbing in his left arm shifted into a steady thrum of agony. The white light, the pure energy that radiated from the markings, coalesced around his hand as he rose to his feet. With purposeful strides, he moved for the creature, who worked to regain his balance and composure. The energy blazing from his left hand brightened, elongating into a wicked point, a dagger of light that pulled from his fist. He felt the heft of the woodskin as it thickened around his hands.

      With a shriek, the figure charged him once more. The vicious strike with the blade was leveled at Ryl’s neck. Again the slash would meet nothing but air. Enraged by the sudden change in fortunes, the ruse that had denied him the victory on his terms, the black-cloaked warrior had let his emotions guide his actions.

      Even without the benefit of the speed that lurked in his veins, Ryl was far too fast for the attack. Sliding easily under the slash, he swung his woodskin-hardened right arm into the guard’s forearm. The snapping sound of bone ripped through the crater as the shriek of anger turned to that of pain. The blood-colored blade sparked as it skipped harmlessly across the stone.

      Ryl wasted no time regaining his footing. He grabbed the flailing figure by the back of his cloak, lifting him from the ground with his right hand as he punched the white blade of energy through his back.

      The intensity of the wail grew as the white light burst through the creature’s chest. The pitch of the cry rose exponentially. Within moments, the sound had passed the realm of Ryl’s ears, though its effect on the Horde was dramatic. With hands to their ears, they writhed in pain, many throwing their bodies to the ground in agony. The cloaked figure’s head rolled back at a disturbing angle as he poured the note out into the atmosphere.

      His body convulsed with every push of the impossibly high pitch from his lungs. With every contraction, Ryl felt the heft of the body he held aloft diminish, as if with the noise, so went the substance of the creature in his grasp. The immeasurable numbers of the Horde churned like the waves of a blackened sea, though few remained on their feet.

      Not long after it started, the cry ended in a sickening gurgle. His head slammed forward; his chin slapped against his chest. The wet splatter of blood on the stone signaled the passing of the indomitable creature. Ryl unceremoniously released his hold on the body. The white blade of energy retreated as the body crumpled to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 47

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With a roar that split the still of the Outlands, the army of the Horde charged. Andr adjusted his grip on the curved blade in his hand, mentally steeling himself for the battle that was to come. The clash of steel against steel had never truly bothered him in the past, yet this was something entirely different. Living his life by the blade of his sword was an addiction that many only quit when death determined it was their time to end.

      He found that his attitude had shifted considerably in the preceding moons. Reunited with his son, there was a reason to live again. The unawakened were so close to peace, so near the future they deserved, they could almost taste it. The hope that had swelled had been crushed with the advent of the cloud of dust on the horizon.

      Standing in formation, their backs to the edge of a long-severed, emotionless section of the Erlyn, it was a force of phrenic, Damaris, Vim and the unawakened who would stand together in the face of overwhelming odds yet again. The haze rose from the south, covering the horizon as the beasts increased their speed.

      The creaking of Paelec’s, Rhoane’s and Ghen’s bows signaled the archers standing behind. Nearly half of the group that remained at the forest’s edge carried bows though their quivers were limited. The trio of phrenics alone carried the bulk of the projectiles. The speed and lethal accuracy of the master archers were devastating. Without a word, they released their first bolt. A second launched from each, screaming through the air before the initial struck its mark. A moment later, Le’Dral’s voice boomed from behind. A cloud of arrows darkened the sky in response.

      Hidden by the dust that rose in their wake, it was impossible to determine the numbers of the churning mass of the charging Horde. The arrows fell among their number, wreaking havoc along their charge, yet onward they pressed. Their pace remained steady as they trampled those who fell to the bolts raining down from the sky.

      Andr felt the tension brew as the beasts closed within thirty meters of the phrenics. Their first line of defense. Waves of dread emanated from multiple places along the line of unawakened, yet with every harrowed emotion, one of controlled hope surged in response. There was not a soul among them who didn’t understand what was at stake. Their freedom was hard earned, though nothing was assured. He knew that to an individual, they would fight with everything they had to ensure their dream would become a reality.

      Andr felt the ground shake as Paasek slammed his fist into the earth. Twenty meters before their line, the ground broke as great pikes of stone punched up from the earth. In a semicircle around the front of their line, the defenses pushed into the sky. There was nothing the Horde could do to avoid the staggered, jagged line of pickets. The crunching sounds of bone meeting rock mingled with the wails and screams of the demons as their bodies were impaled and crushed on the rocks.

      The rocky defenses slowed the assault, bottling up the press of Horde from behind. The snapping of the stone ripped through the air as the unnatural pillars began to crumble under the strain. Paasek dropped to a knee as a result of the effort required to harness the skill. His massive, barrel chest heaved as he gasped for breath. The phrenic was the eldest among their number; exhausted as he was, he wrenched the massive great sword from the sheath on his back.

      The delay proved devastating.

      A second and third flight of arrows rained from the sky above as they took advantage of the delayed charge. The deadly projectiles fell deep into the ranks of the demons. Though few of their impacts were seen, the resounding shrieks signaled that they had found their marks. The bolts had screamed constantly from the bows of Paelec, Rhoane and Ghen since they’d first started the assault, yet their quivers were now empty. Their discarded bows lay on the ground behind them; each now stood ominously with blades in hand. They shifted their positions along the line, moving to either side of the weakened phrenic elder.

      The damage from the hands of the phrenics was far from done.

      In a crude arc just beyond the jagged stone pikes, the ground burst into flame as Vox lent his skill to the fight. Andr felt the intensity of the heat wash over his face as the fire crackled, feeding on the bodies of the Horde unlucky enough to be caught in the grips of the flames. The screams as flesh was seared and burned sent a chill through the hardened mercenary. All still felt the lingering effects of the blaze that had consumed the Erlyn.

      The air around them crackled with energy as Taq poured his lightning into the grouping of the Horde. Jagged bolts of electricity blasted into the mass. There was no escaping the ferocity as it tore through the slowed Horde. Through the smoke from the flames, it was hard to distinguish the true toll the elemental attacks had wrought, yet he had no illusions that they were anything but devastating. He’d witnessed firsthand the terrifying strength of the bolts. The odor of the Horde was potent, yet the revolting stench of charred flesh overpowered all.

      For a few moments, flame and lightning hewed the forward ranks of the Horde, yet he knew that the endurance of the phrenic elementalists was limited. The blaze that consumed the ground, raging without a source of fuel, faltered. From an impenetrable wall of flame, it had shrunk to a thinning strip of fire. More an inconvenience than force of destruction. The jagged bolts of lightning that tore through the blackened beasts flashed with growing infrequency. Both had wrought extreme damage. Through the smoke, the piles of smoldering dead among the Horde were massive. Hundreds, if not thousands had fallen, yet many more still remained. Using the bodies of the dead and dying, they vaulted over the flame, sliding through the stone piles that had harrowed their charge.

      The first of the beasts broke through the line.

      Like a flood fueled by torrential rain in the distance, they trickled through the defenses singly, then in small groups. Many were scarred by the fire and lightning. Those that survived near the front of the army bore distinct wounds from the press of their companions. Blood wept from gashes and oozed from burns, yet onward they poured, their vicious claws primed, ready for the kill.

      Ramm roared as he led the charge into the beasts that slipped through their crude defenses. In wide arcs he hewed destruction among the demons that crossed the line. The sickening noises of bones crunching sounded over the area as the massive war hammer laid waste to their charge. The mighty phrenic was the tip of the pointed formation of their charge. Angled slightly back on one side, Rhoane and Ghen wreaked havoc on the Horde that slipped past Ramm’s arc of destruction. On his opposite side, Paelec and Paasek cut down any within the reach of their blades. Vox and Taq remained several meters back. Both were weary from their exertion, yet they enjoyed the moment of respite. A detail of guards, all Vigil, ringed the ailing warriors. Andr knew they were tired, yet the fight had far from left the phrenics.

      There was a cry of alarm from the western section of the wall as the stone spikes broke under the intense pressure of the Horde. The bodies, impaled one after another, served as a buffer to the jagged points of stone, yet they provided footholds for the others to clamber over, or a surface to push upon. Their initial wave spilled into the feeble ring of defense, stumbling as they regained their feet.

      Andr roared in defiance as he charged to fill the gap where the demons had broken through. Le’Dral was already moving to the position. From behind, the voice of Moyan boomed orders to the guard. Ghen and Rhoane were skilled beyond what most would consider possible, yet the numbers that would soon descend on their position were immeasurable.

      He’d covered nearly half the distance to the opening in the line when a sudden wave of hope washed over his body. The force and potency of the emotion was unexpected and overwhelming. The sensation was far more refined and focused, far beyond what he’d understood the unawakened to command.

      He couldn’t help the grin that split his face as the source became defined. Arrows screamed from the edge of the woods to his right, the projectiles punching their way through the leading Horde that had poured through the defenses. A pair of cloaked warriors exploded from the treeline to the western edge of their position. They launched arrow after arrow as they charged toward the fray. The cheer went up from the Vigil, guards and unawakened who manned the rear lines.

      It took only a matter of moments for the pair to reach the line of battle. Discarding their bows, they ripped swords from their sheaths, adding their terrifying skills to the lethal defenses. The immediate threat of being overrun ebbed, yet from the Outlands, the Horde still pressed onward.

      Andr felt the resistance as his blade slashed through the flesh of a harrier that neared his position. The effort was rewarded by a torrent of vile-smelling black blood that splashed over his body. The lifeless creature skidded to the ground, blood pumping from the wicked gash through its neck. The battle raged around them. Vigil, Guard and unawakened had been called into the line, though the majority still remained in reserve. The deadly angled defense of the phrenics was lethal, yet the sheer volume of the attack had forced them backward. The ground before them was slick with black blood, gore and soil churned into a vile slurry. There was little room for them to retreat.

      Though few among their number had sustained more than lacerations to this point, the press of numbers would soon become overbearing, forcing them into individual combat inside the woods. Andr knew that they were lucky to have survived as long as they had. Had the Horde fought with anything more than brutal instincts of overpowering their foe, they could have easily been flanked to a devastating effect. Yet the entire mass of the demons had charged head-on into their defenses, throwing their bodies hopelessly into the stone with no regard for their lives. It was a brutal concept he failed to understand, yet in the end, with numbers on their side, it was a strategy that would prove worthwhile in the long run.

      The fighting still surged with a terrifying intensity among the phrenics’ positions. All were soaked with sweat and blood, though their weapons moved tirelessly as they decimated the charge of any within their reach. Their speed was awe inspiring, though he noted the decline as the battle continued to rage on.

      Yet onward the demons came.

      Over the cacophony of the battle, a solitary note hummed in the air. First indistinguishable, the sound swelled to that of a distant wail, rapidly increasing in pitch before it surpassed the range of his ability to hear. The effect on the attacking Horde was profound. Moments after the sound passed the realm of his comprehension, the beasts, their blood up as they sought the blood of their prey, ceased attacking. Pitiful, unnatural groans issued from their throats as their hands went to their ears. Some fell to their knees as the impact of the noise devastated their charge.

      The phrenics and the warriors defending against the charge showed no mercy as the beasts writhed in apparent pain. For a few moments, they slaughtered those who had ventured within the ground beyond the stone spikes.

      As suddenly as the effect of the noise had hindered the Horde, it ceased. Though the tone was lost to his ears, its absence was certain. Staggering back to their feet, the demons from the wastes of the Outlands backed away from the death that awaited their charge. The tension that choked the air cleared. What started as a solitary creature loping from the edge of the press, moving hastily to the south, was soon a full-blown retreat.

      The looks of confusion were written across all those who remained along their defenses. The original tone had been clear to all, yet the lingering effects were felt by the demons alone. Agony had sounded in the initial call. Something had happened that called an end to their charge.

      Andr grinned as he guessed at the answer.

      Ryl.
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      He felt the insides of his body churn as the added darkness sought space to make its home. The roiling of the shadow from within had spread over his frame. From the stinging of the skin and the tenderness that covered his chest, he had no doubt that the stain of the nexela now marked most of his torso. His entire left side ached from the taint that pushed its color through his skin.

      Ryl held back the urge to retch as the true sensations of the world around him snapped back into view. The stench of the landscape and its vile inhabitants was unending. His body revolted as it fought to reject the tainted air from entering his lungs. There was no stopping the odor. It permeated all here in the depths of the Outlands. He knew it would be a scent that would linger, ingrained into his skin. The thought repulsed him, yet at the moment, he had little motivation to care.

      Every exposed patch of skin radiated heat, as it had been forced to endure the brunt of the intense heat from the Leaves. He turned his head, pivoting his view toward the legendary blades. Curiously, flames still cracked along the serrated edges of the weapons though the fire had reverted to a dull green glow.

      Free from the paralyzing grip of the tainted creature’s assault, he was prepared for the halfhearted attempt from the darkness within to again tip the scales. There had been a momentary truce in which both of their lives were spared, yet he knew the pact would not last long. He repelled the feeble effort with ease.

      It wasn’t the strength of the alexen that coursed through his veins that admonished the shadow for the failed attempt. The chiding came from his own will. His eyes ran a cursory glance over his body. The steam that had billowed from his form had depleted rapidly as he’d moved from within the heat of the blades, yet in places, thin tendrils wafted from his body as if he still smoldered. His cloak was singed, though it remained largely intact. His attention focused on the throbbing sensation in his left arm. The pulsing sensation remained beating with a rapid thrum, yet the glow had faded to nothing more than a dull aura that surrounded the outline of his hand. His gaze traced up the length of his arm to the sun emblazoned around his elbow.

      Once brilliant, there was little of the original orb that remained unblemished by the streaks of black. Only a solitary pinpoint of light, the size of a small pebble, remained unmarred, burning in the crook of his elbow. For a few moments Ryl focused on the changes, the shift in markings that had covered his left arm. The words of the creature echoed through his ears.

      You are now as much a beast as you are man.

      The statement was telling. Prophetic in a sense. From birth, the alexen had adopted a permanent residence within his body. Through the twisted events of his life, so too had the darkness been allowed refuge.

      It was profoundly true that his makeup was now entirely unnatural. He’d grown accustomed to being called an abomination over the cycles; he’d learned to let the stinging words roll off his back like water from the leaves of the forest. Yet, as his gaze rolled over his body, he accepted the realization that he embodied the words. He accepted it wholeheartedly, as there was nothing he could do now to change it.

      Though he was filled with the conflicting forces, he understood that it was he who was truly in command. Let the darkness rage, let the fires of the alexen burn, he would have the final say. He raised his glowing left hand as the final rumble from the darkness radiated through his body. He angled his hand, bringing the glowing palm toward the left side of his chest.

      The silence that resonated within his body was deafening. The sensations were eerie. His newly marked skin seemed to stretch as it recoiled from the closeness of his glowing hand.

      With a thought, he lowered his arm. The truce would live on, yet the shadow that lurked inside understood the reality of its tenuous position. Survival had earned it a position of strength, one far exceeding that of a merciless death, yet boundaries were now set. The punishment, agonizing to both, yet a forceful motivator.

      Ryl moved purposefully to the Leaves, which still burned as they remained embedded in the polished surface. His path carried his body between the weapons, each hand pulling a single blade from the stone. In his right the blade flared, flashing with a brilliant green fire. In his left, the black aura surrounded the green flame; fire sloughed off the serrated edge, hissing as it struck the floor.

      He crossed the gap between him and the still figure of the creature in a matter of a few strides. Without a word or ceremony, he spun the weapons in each hand, reversing his grip as he dropped to a knee, driving the blades through the body. A sharp cracking sound rumbled through the crater as the stone underneath cracked as the blades bit deep. After a moment, Ryl wrenched them out, letting them falter as the body burst into flame. The fury of the fire was intense, burning white hot. He knew it would take little time before the once potent figure would be reduced to nothing but dust.

      His gaze scanned the masses of Horde surrounding the forbidden podium. The innumerable beasts remained frozen where they were; many had yet to find their footing after the death wail of the creature that had held them in thrall. He felt the weight of their eyes centered directly on his person. He was unconcerned with the heft of their combined stares. There was no question as to his strength.

      He understood the torment that had precluded his coming. The disaster that would have befallen the kingdom, Vim, and the unawakened had he not intervened would have been beyond measure. There would have been no tales written about the glorious defense, as there would have been none to withstand the flood of hatred and death that would have covered the land. Though the scourge was no more, the pull that had beckoned him to the Outlands still remained. He scanned the crater with his eyes and mindsight as he rotated his body in a circle.

      Ryl’s focus landed on the structure constructed atop the great mesa at the base of the crater. Though to the extent of his phrenic vision he was surrounded in an endless sea of black, a single signature from the center of the structure drew his attention. Unlike the black stains of the Horde, this was oddly reminiscent of another entirely. While the phrenics burned with a golden, amber aura, the nexela commanded the shades of charcoal and black. Somewhere in the center of the structure as a single pinpoint, a void rippled in the air.

      The pull of the signature was irresistible. Ryl found his leg moving forward before he knew it. As the call of the Erlyn had once propelled his footsteps, there was little he could do to resist the magnetic attraction. Much like the constricting of his vision when under the influence of the darkness, his focus was trained solely on the crude door of the structure ahead.

      Something within drew him toward it.

      The pull was benign, though the force was undeniable.

      It was only a matter of moments before he found himself pushing the wooden slats inward. The crude metal hinges squealed in protest, yet the door swung free. The waft of warm air and the pleasant odor of smoke or incense escaped from the open door as the heavy stench of the Horde forced its way in. The flickering light of fire illuminated an opening beyond. Ducking his head, he entered the structure.

      Immediately inside, stairs led downward, though the base was only a few steps beyond. Ryl was surprised to find himself in a chamber that was more suited to man than the wild beasts of the Outlands. The opening was wide, circular in shape, lit dimly by a pair of torches burning on either side of the room. Along the left side of the wall a narrow bed stood empty; a rudimentary wardrobe and a chest graced the wall on either side. Several meters away a small table with a solitary chair stood empty, though the remnants of a meal remained on the lone plate. His stomach churned as his vision rested on the blackened chunk on the wooden platter. He averted his eyes, quickly silencing the ponderous thoughts that threatened to expel the contents of this stomach.

      The right wall of the enclosure was composed of a chilling collection of sights. Tables lined the walls, constructed with stone tops and sturdy wooden legs; many were laden with glass beakers and cylinders of all shapes and sizes. A cauldron rested over the coals of a long-dead fire. On the slab of a table in the center of the group was a chilling sight. The corpse of a single Horde was stretched across the stone surface, its skin flayed back, revealing the anatomy within. His stomach resisted as his eyes demanded a second curious glance.

      He found that breaking his gaze from the creature’s remains was a monumental effort. He understood so little of the beasts that his curiosity was piqued, yet it was the pull that swayed his attention. It was the far side of the chamber that commanded his attention. Thick metal bars sealed a large cell cut into the stone. He felt his heart race as a shadow moved inside the darkened cell.

      There was no disguising the shape from his phrenic senses.

      The void that had drawn him here shuffled in the dim light of the chamber.

      Ryl sheathed the burning blades of the Leaves as he strode across the room. Though the light was dim, his eyes were quick to adjust to the gloom. There seemed to be a haze that covered the floor though it pulled inward, disappearing through the bars of the cell.

      He stopped a pace away from the metal bars as he peered into the darkened chamber beyond. The enclosure was wide, yet sparse. Scattered bones were strewn across the ground; a crude patch of withered grasses formed a rudimentary mat against the side wall. The waft of mildew and rot emanated from the interior. From the back wall a shadow shifted again, resolving quickly into the shriveled figure of a Horde.

      Ryl had been close to the creatures on many occasions, yet the being that shuffled forward was unlike anything he’d witnessed before. He had known only three classes of the demons from the wastes. The lanky and agile harriers moved with the speed of the wind and the ferocity of a storm. The hulking banes stood easily a few hands taller than their fleet counterparts, easily making up for the speed with strength. The final was the unnamed colossus he had felled before the Pining Gate. The figure before his eyes was peculiar in comparison.

      He had never noted any indication of age among the mindless beasts; all seemed imbued with the unwavering strength and endurance of youth. There was no doubt that the creature before him was ancient. The skin that pulled tight across its angular features was ashy, more charcoal than the deep crimson, nearly black tone of its counterparts. Its frame was slight, though wrinkles covered the majority of its body. In proportion it was eerily similar to that of a human, though there was no debating the fact that it was of the Horde.

      For a few moments the creature examined him with wide, knowing eyes. Its curious expression was haunted by undeniable knowledge. After a moment, its wizened eyes shifted, its gaze moving longingly to the open door to the chamber beyond. Without a thought to the consequences, Ryl drew a solitary blade from the sheath behind his back with his right hand. The chamber lit with a brilliant green light as he slashed through the feeble lock holding the cell door closed.

      Stowing the burning blade, he reached for the door to the prison. Frozen by the ravages of age, the hinges refused to budge. His final heave snapped the ancient metal. He let the panel crash to the ground with a deafening thud. Neither the noise nor the sudden explosion of light and heat seemed to faze the creature. Flashing him a look that could only be described as gratitude, it shuffled past his body, heading for the open air of the mesa.

      Ryl followed a few paces behind as the creature moved toward the exit to the chamber. It flashed looks of disdain and horror at the wall of implements and the corpse splayed out across the slab table. Using the wall for support, it groaned as it ascended the stairs. He watched its legs quiver as it lifted its feeble frame up the narrow, but steep steps.

      The creature stopped a few meters outside the door. Its head rolled back, its arms extended to either side. Its body wavered on unsteady legs for a few moments. Ryl wondered how long it had been kept enslaved within the chamber. As he watched the ancient form of the creature, he understood with every fiber of his body the final pull that had beckoned him to the depths of the Outlands.

      Balance had been disrupted.

      He was, after all, the fulcrum.

      Without a sound, the creature pivoted back in his direction. Streaks of black lined its ashen skin. Its legs wobbled as it shuffled toward him, its hunched body seemingly exuding every ounce of its remaining strength to cross the final steps. There was a light scraping sound as its clawed feet dragged on the stone below. The deep orbs of its eyes locked onto his for a moment as it extended its withered hand. Before he could respond, the creature lunged forward. In a single bound, it crossed the distance to Ryl. There was little he could do to react. The flat palm of the creature pressed against his stomach.
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        * * *

      

      The blinding white light surrounded his body. The glow was brilliant yet appeared to resonate from everywhere and nowhere in the same moment. There was no source, yet it covered every facet of his body. For a moment the serene weightlessness of the nexus was refreshing.

      The moment passed.

      The turbulence that rocked his body was indescribable. He felt as if he were tossed mercilessly by the fury of an unending storm, his body battered by winds that pulled from every direction. There was no sense of up nor down. Not heat nor cold. Discomfort rained in agonizing waves as his body was abused by the unseen forces that surrounded him. The dizzying sensation turned his stomach.

      With a shocking finality, the storm and light cleared. There was no time to brace for the impact as Ryl’s body slammed into the flat stone that covered the ground. His gut twisted as he retched time and again, though nothing exited his stomach. The muscles of his core burned with the repeated agony of the dry contractions, though something more, a burning sensation, covered his abdomen.

      Ryl blinked his eyes as his vision cleared. His surroundings were eternally familiar, though he’d witnessed them on only a few occasions. To one side the vibrant, tree-laden hills rolled along the foothills of mountains covered in a layer of green. The wind whispered as it rustled the tall blades of wild grasses as it pushed gently past.

      He knew the terrain opposite as well as the first. The healthy rolling peaks of the mountains were replaced by jagged fractured spires. Where lush fields of grasses waved in the breeze, the terrain existed where only the harshest survived. Gnarled trees and shrubs protected their limbs with razor-sharp barbs. The only pops of color came from the blood red flowers that dotted the scraggly low bushes.

      Ryl rose to his feet, rubbing his hands over his body, gingerly massaging the areas that felt battered and bruised. He rotated in a full circle, drinking in the great expanse of the wildly differing terrain. The gaps between the mountains remained vacant of any life. He was alone in the stone circle of the nexus.

      He raised his eyes skyward for a moment, closing them as the strength of the opposing suns beat down on his face. On one side, the rays of the burning orb warmed his skin. On the other, a tingling chill remained as the blackened mass seemed to suck the life from all within its domain.

      He felt the sudden presence, dark and foreboding, appear before him. The burning sensation on his stomach swelled, though the chill washed over him.

      Standing before him was a lone figure. Wrinkled skin covered its body, though its eyes shined hauntingly bright. Its mouth cracked open a touch, revealing the hint of jagged fangs. It watched him with curiosity, tilting its head from side to side. No words were exchanged, yet the creature seemed to delve deep into his mind, probing for something that it sought. After a few moments, it blinked.

      The burning on his abdomen became unbearable.

      Ryl broke the connection with the ancient Horde, tugging at the tunic that covered his body. Gone was his phrenic cloak, the solitary piece of fabric that marked his station. He peeled back the fabric, revealing a sight that caught his breath. The black outline of a clawed hand was etched into his skin.

      A transference.

      The interior twisted as the claws seemed to contract, digging into his stomach. The creature before him placed his hand over the marking on his skin. For an instant the burning on his chest swelled before abruptly stopping.

      The moment of blissful peace was shattered as a deluge of images ravaged his mind. His stomach churned as a layer of blood coated all within his view. In the darkened hollows of stony caverns, beasts ripped the flesh off bone, culling the weak for only the strongest to survive. Blood rained down from the sky, bathing the deep crimson skin in sheets of vile yet disturbingly euphoric liquid.

      The haunting images flashed at a dizzying speed, yet underneath it, the understanding rose above all.

      He saw the deaths of thousands. He felt the corruption from the figures clad in black. For an existence dominated by strength alone, they were powerless to resist, held in thrall, against their will, to the bidding of another. They had suffered as their numbers swelled. Weakness of mind and body prevailed. Abominations, mutations of their natural order persisted.

      Their lives, abhorrent to any who viewed them, were simply the nature of their wild, secluded existence. They had no business among the world of man. Man had no cause to venture where they weren’t wanted and didn’t belong.

      Ryl opened his eyes to a scene that sent his mind reeling. The stone circle was ringed with the apparitions of a host of semitranslucent figures. Only a small gap on either side separated the vastly distinct groups. The wispy black outline of the ancient creature floated to the edge of the circle to his right. It turned as it took its place among the endless sea of its kin. The blackened silhouettes bore few noticeable features after a distance, yet they stretched on, covering the desolate plains onto the foothills of the jagged peaks.

      Opposite their number, the shimmering green outlines of the phrenics remained. With hoods over their heads, there was little detail to be seen, yet standing at the center of the grouping he recognized the figure whose presence seemed to loom over all. The gaze of Da’agryn, the one the world knew as either Taben or merely the prophet, shifted to him.

      The knowledge, the innate understanding, churned through Ryl’s body. Among the phrenics, among the kingdom, he was always an anomaly. The active blood had singled him out. It had gifted him with powers that were both confusing and awe inspiring. He had possessed the strength to balance the perversion of the natural order that had consumed the land.

      Though the strength was given, a boon to be unlocked by the worthy, it was his own will that had dictated the course of action. The will of the phrenics was mere suggestions. Like a prophecy, it was meant as guidance for the one who embodied the strength to follow.

      The alexen had ceded it all to him. Acting as councilors as their calling decreed.

      Now too the Horde had done the same. It was their essence that flowed through him as well. He was the fulcrum in every sense of the word. The balance between light and dark.

      For one to survive, so must the other.

      Where there was light, there would be shadow that inevitably followed.

      The destiny that had guided him for cycles had led him to this moment, to this nexus again. The hopes of both had been ceded to him.

      Ryl felt the penetrating gaze of Da’agryn leave his body as the phrenic’s attention focused across the circle. The understanding that flowed between the phrenics and the Horde was unspoken, yet profound. After a moment, the phrenic nodded his head in subtle acknowledgment. The act mirrored by the ancient specter of the wizened, shriveled Horde.

      Without a sound, the apparitions on both sides of the circle shifted. One at a time, the creatures moved into the depths of the terrain that they called home. The outlines of their features became more translucent as they moved until only a hint of their silhouettes remained before fading out of view entirely.

      Da’agryn was among the last to leave. As his focused gaze landed on Ryl, the wash of emotions rolled through his body. The relief was undeniable, yet overshadowed by the sympathy from the ancient phrenic. He understood all too well the fate that was now left in his hands. Though the ancient warrior had been tethered to his world through an unbreakable connection to the mighty Erlyn, Ryl too was bound by fate.

      The strings were far more liberal; it would be his choosing to act as he saw fit. It was a burden he would accept without questions. Their faith in him had not been misguided.

      The ancient phrenic bowed his head to Ryl for a moment. Clasping his hands behind his back, he turned, gliding through the field of wild grasses into the distance. As his body shifted, the figure hidden behind his form resolved. He felt his heart race as he recognized the features immediately.

      Kaep alone remained as the last of the phrenics and the Horde faded into nothingness. The tail of her cloak flapped silently in the hands of the gentle breeze. Though her silhouette was lined with shades of green, the stray locks of hair that blew out from underneath her hood glinted, burning like amber fire as they reflected the light of the sun.

      The urge to run to her was overwhelming, yet he found his feet rooted to the ground. Ryl struggled against the restraint, yet there was no hope. He opened his mouth to speak, yet no sound issued from his throat. The corners of Kaep’s lips turned up into a wide, meaningful smile. More than just a gesture, the emotion resonated from the entirety of her body.

      Though her mouth remained locked into a smile, a single word whispered from her lips. Its sweet melody floated on the air, carrying a wealth of emotions that rippled through his body. The moisture in the corner of his eyes welled.

      “Understanding.”

      The emotion that had guided him for cycles resonated through every fiber of his being. The truth was potent, yet he understood with clarity. It was not yet his time.

      Hope would guide him until that moment arrived.

      Without a sound, she shifted, turning from him, fading as she moved into the distance.
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      Water splashed around his legs as the horse churned through the shallow stream. The great beast nickered as it reached the opposite side, slowing its pace again to a leisurely walk. Ryl’s daily patrols were regimented, yet he spent most of his time watching the insects as they flitted from plant to plant. The gurgle of water and the chirping of the songbird’s overhead were a relaxing melody.

      He followed the winding track along the water for a distance before angling up a small rise to the east. From the peak of the vista, the landscape opened up around him. His vision rolled across the terrain. To the east, the vibrant greens of the forests and fields stretched beyond the range of his eyes. A short distance to his west, there was a fine line demarking the vast shift in the terrain. The dichotomy of the area was extreme.

      From the fertile fields to his east, the land was seemingly lifeless to the west. None of the small game ranged there. The birds averted their flight as they reached the invisible border to the wastes that lay beyond. His eyes scanned the monochromatic expanse of the Outlands for a few moments. As expected, nothing moved.

      There were no signs of movement. As there had been for the cycle that had slipped past in the blink of an eye. In truth, there was little need for his daily trek save for the break in the tedium that had surrounded his life. The silence was a bliss. The respite was well deserved. Yet his station, his watch, would remain.

      With a final glance, he moved his horse down the opposite side of the rise to the east. The trail was well worn from his daily use; the mount followed the path without guidance. It wasn’t long before the grey, stone walls of the compound rose in the distance, built atop the ruins of a long-abandoned settlement. It was the power of phrenic and man that had raised the walls he now called home. Unlike the massive stone barriers that surrounded The Stocks, these were far more forgiving. In places green vines crept upward, disguising the stones beneath. There were watchtowers constructed at each corner, yet he found he rarely used them. The narrow walkway that ran along the peak of the wall saw few footsteps.

      His location was remote. Days from the nearest settlement of humanity to the east and weeks from the darkness that existed in the shadows of the waste. His position was one of purpose and peace. He lived on the border of two vastly different worlds, yet was connected indelibly to both. He could feel the shadows of the Horde far in the distance. Their existence was unmarred by the malevolent hands of man. Untouched by the greed that knew no bounds in their society. They lived in brutal harmony among each other, content to exist in the darkness beyond the sight of humanity.

      Yet he would remain here. Watching.

      He was the fulcrum between the light and the dark. The barrier between humanity and the demons of the Outlands. To the east, the kingdom carried on as best it could under the new order of things. Bloodshed was frequent, yet limited to isolated skirmishes between the crumbling houses still holding onto the final shreds of power as the taint of the nexela faded, as did their scions.

      The son of Lord Kagran, Tev, maintained a tenuous rule. Backed by the influence of House Eligar, they enforced the new rule of law. The abolition of the Ascertaining Decree remained.

      For a time after returning from the wastes of the Outlands, Ryl had lingered in the hidden city of Vim. The homecoming was heartfelt. There was tranquility and peace among the ornate avenues. His heart swelled as the relief born of a lifetime of torture and oppression melted from the unawakened as the full brunt of reality set in.

      They were truly free.

      He had accomplished that which he had set out to do. Joy filled the streets, yet it wasn’t long before they were empty to him. The glow of the unawakened swelled as their training and understanding grew stronger. Their combined glow of the alexen within the confines of the city was blinding, though he no longer added to its radiance. With every drop of nexela he absorbed, his signature had darkened. With the transference, his signature had taken on something altogether different.

      Though the alexen still coursed through his veins, it had come to terms, a truce, with the darkness that now shared his body. They understood the true nature of their existence, the balance that must exist. His signature was now curious. He had become the void, neither light nor dark.

      It became readily apparent that the immaculate designs and structured existence of the ancient city were not for him. There was an ever-present absence among the streets, within the Hall of the Phrenics that could never be filled. The unawakened fell into their new routines with the exuberance of a lifetime that had been denied them.

      Ryl slipped through the gate into the expanse beyond.

      Time would come when he would again visit the bastion among the mountains, yet it was not yet.

      He could still sense the phrenics from afar. They grew stronger by the day. Every awakening sent ripples of warmth through his body as the once great order welcomed another into its midst.

      He dismounted as he reached the edge of his compound. His horse followed his slow measured steps to the stable waiting within. Its ears twitched as it picked up on the sound long before Ryl noted the disturbance. Foot traffic where the end of the road met the Outlands was exceedingly rare. The horse’s attention was focused to the east. It wasn’t long before the rumble of approaching hooves and the creaking of a wagon’s wheels reached his ears.

      Ryl felt no urge to rush as he made his way out toward the earthen road leading to his compound. To either side of the track, the midseason crops flourished. The labor he’d so dreaded during his time within The Stocks was now a necessity of his survival. He found the task far more enjoyable when the fruits of his labors were his to enjoy. He stopped just off the side of the track, leaning against the handle of a shovel he’d left embedded in the ground.

      His vision roamed the features of the fertile land that stretched to the east. A small herd of deer hastened from where they fed on the grasses of the rolling hills as the commotion neared. It wasn’t long before the sound of the approaching horse resolved into shape. A small carriage bumped steadily along the path in his direction. There was little question as to its destination. Beyond his meager settlement, there were no roads.

      Two individuals rode atop the driver’s seat. The smaller of the pair raised a hand into the air as they noted his position. The horse slowed as it neared his position, bringing the carriage to a halt a few meters away. He recognized both passengers. Their features were well known, though one was indelibly more familiar. A bond formed by cycles, forged by the trials and tribulations that had accompanied their travels. The crooked grin that crossed his face was infectious.

      “It’s been too long, my friend,” Andr noted as he hopped from the wagon, collecting the horse’s lead. Lenu slipped from the opposite side. “Thought you could use some company.”

      Ryl responded with a subtle nod and a matching grin.
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